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Abstract 
 
Inside mainland China, some Anglophone social media such as Facebook and Twitter are blocked; 
as a result, savvy Chinese enterprises have invented alternative versions of these microblogging 
services—the best known being Weibo. Scholars have suggested that applications such as Weibo 
have created greater openness, transparency and engagement in the urban public sphere, and have 
contributed to a much deeper social change, in synergy with reforms in many social areas of 
contemporary China.  
 
This thesis aims to examine the role of microblogging in the following dimensions: (i) the public 
engagement in civil discourse about particular issues; (ii) the status quo and development of the 
public sphere within the context; and (iii) the interaction, synergy and reciprocity among the state, 
the urban public sphere, and civil society. To this end, the issue of how microblogging is involved 
in every aspect of ordinary Chinese people’s lives is empirically investigated. Microblogging plays 
an important role in facilitating people making sense of what is happening in China through 
engaging in civil discourse about various social issues, and this civil engagement in return may 
exert profound impact on the country’s concurrent reforms and democratisation process.  
 
Current new-media studies address only some aspects of the new-media use in some parts of the 
world, due to the strong historical association of the new technology with libertarian discourse, 
linguistic estrangement, and the reluctance of some Western researchers to learn from developments 
in other parts of the world. This thesis uses de-Westernised approaches and adopts a non-Western 
eye to examine the production, distribution and use of new media in a developing country, in an 
effort to boost intercultural collaboration in this field. 
 
The theoretical framework applied in this thesis originates from civil society and Habermas’s 
conception of the public sphere, but emphatically focuses on its extrapolation to, and innovation in 
a Chinese context. A wide range of political, cultural and societal perspectives are employed to 
explain the uniqueness and non-replicability of microblogging’s impact on the process of 
constructing an online civil society in contemporary China. 
 
This thesis uses two sets of methods: (i) case studies, all three of which involve Sina Weibo—one 
of the many Weibo services as the main platform and (ii) mixed methods of quantitative and 
qualitative approaches that combines content analysis and media discourse analysis to analyse the 
data collected in this research. 
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Drawing from the civil discourse practices in the three case studies, the thesis conceptualises three 
nuanced interactional modes of the Chinese state–society relations: confrontation, positive 
interaction and negotiation, and thereby concludes that the state–society relations should not be 
confined to a simple, static dichotomy, but rather be looked at in a more dynamic and diversified 
way. The “plasticity” of Weibo in facilitating an online public sphere provides many explanatory 
possibilities for subsequent researchers to diversify and expand the empirical data in this research 
and thus enrich the connotation of Chinese public sphere and civil society theories.
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Overview 
In the early 1990s, in the Zhongguancun area of Beijing, a remarkable road billboard read: “How 
far is China from the Information Highway? Just 500 meters ahead!” Since China was connected 
with the World Wide Web in 1994, Zhongguancun has developed fast in information technologies 
and become well known as China’s Silicon Valley.  
 
The first Internet connection happened on 20 September, 1987, between the Institute of Computer 
and Information Beijing and Karlsruhe University in Germany, which were conducting a 
cooperative project named “Chinese Academic Network (CANET)” under the leadership of 
Professor Wang Yunfeng and Professor Werner Zorn. The first email attempt was successfully sent 
out on 14 September, 1987, with the content “Across the Great Wall, we can reach every corner in 
the world”. 
 
In October 1989, the World Bank provided China with a loan for a high-tech informational 
infrastructure program—called the National Computing and Networking Facility of China 
(NCFC)—which was launched in November the same year. The goal of the program was to build a 
backbone network and campus networks of Peking University, Tsinghua University and the 
Chinese Academy of Science. This was achieved at the end of 1993. 
 
On 20 April, 1994, NCFC successfully opened a 64K international dedicated circuit to the Internet 
through Sprint Co. of the United States, realising a full-function linkage to the Internet. Since then, 
China has been officially recognized as the seventeenth country that was accessible to the Internet. 
Now the Internet in mainland China has grown to host the largest base of net users in the world and 
it has emerged as a new cultural phenomenon there, much like the case in the West. 
 
By 2008, China had surpassed the United States to become the largest population of Internet users 
in the world. According to a report published by China Internet Network Information Centre 
(CNNIC) (2015), a semi-government organisation, by the end of December 2014, the number of 
Chinese Internet users reached up to 649 million, accounting for 47.9% of the total 1.35 billion 
Chinese population; meanwhile, the number of mobile Internet users reached 557 million, 
accounting for 85.8% of the total Internet users. As of 2014, Chinese Internet users spent an average 
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of 26.1 hours online per week. The report also states that 21 urban cities in China have surpassed 
the average global Internet penetration rate (40%), among which Beijing ranks the highest. 
 
As for the application of Internet, most users go online to obtain information, communicate and 
exchange ideas, purchase goods or services, and seek entertainment and recreation. Numerous 
indigenous Internet content/service providers have therefore burgeoned and boomed. Chinese 
language infotainment portals such as Sina.com, QQ.com, Sohu.com and 163.com are quite popular 
among Chinese Internet users. For example, by the end of March 2013, Sina claimed it had more 
556 million registered users; QQ claimed more than 700 million users based on its instant 
messenger application. Other Internet service providers such as e-commerce website Taobao.com, 
the human resource service provider Zhaopin.com, and the online matrimonial sites baihe.com are 
as successful in their specialty. Most of them are led by their success to go public. 
 
In CNNIC’s report, it is also indicated that broadband makes up the majority of Internet connections 
in China. The price of a broadband package is within the reach of the mainland Chinese middle 
class. With the mobile phone penetration rate reaching 94.5% by the end of 2014, wireless, 
especially the mobile phone Internet access, has developed rapidly in China. As a result, all kinds of 
the applications for mobile phones have been developed. In the meantime, international Internet 
bandwidth (Mbps) in China has improved dramatically, which means Chinese users can enjoy a 
faster Internet speed when visiting foreign websites. However, some Anglophone websites such as 
Facebook and Twitter are blocked for certain security reasons consistent with the Chinese 
government’s Internet surveillance and censorship rules. Many home-grown copycats of popular 
foreign websites have emerged and gained popularity among Chinese Internet users. 
 
Under contemporary China’s one-party-rule political system, control, surveillance and censorship is 
almost inherent and always antecedent to the freedom brought about by new technologies. However, 
with the national economy substantially decentralised and increasingly market-oriented, and with 
the wide affordance of Internet, complete control of information is no longer technically feasible. 
“Climbing over the wall”, which literally means “breaching the Great Firewall of China” has 
become a common experience for many Internet veterans.  
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1.2 Social media 
Social media, as defined by Andreas Kaplan and Michael Haenlein (2010), is “a group of 
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, 
and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (p. 60). A broader definition is 
given by David Scott from EContent: 
Social media describes the way people share ideas, content, thoughts, and 
relationships online. Social media differs from so-called ‘mainstream media’ in 
that anyone can create, comment, and add to social media content. Social media 
can take the form of text, audio, video, images, and communities. Companies in 
the social media space create tools and technologies such as blogging software, 
podcast tools, wiki software, message boards, virtual communities and 
networking tools. (2007: para 8)  
The Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) specifies further three 
criteria for the content in social media: the work should be published on a publicly accessible 
website; creative effort has to be put into the work or construct a new one; the creation is usually 
done “outside of professional routines and practices” (OECD, 2007). From this specification, a 
grassroots movements in social media are likely to develop and can be attributed to the inherent 
characteristics of openness and equality.  
 
Therefore in brief, social media is media for social interaction as a super-set beyond social 
communication. Enabled by ubiquitously accessible and scalable communication techniques, social 
media have substantially changed the way organisations, communities and individuals communicate 
(Kietzmann et.al, 2011).  
 
Social media technologies have many different forms of manifestations: forums, blogs, microblogs, 
photographs, videos, podcasts, and social bookmarking. Kaplan and Haenlein further created a 
classification for six different social media types by applying a set of theories in the field of media 
research and social processes. But here I tend to categorise them into four types: collaborative 
projects (e.g. Wikipedia), virtual worlds (e.g. virtual games or virtual social world), content 
communities (e.g. weblogs, YouTube, Flickr) and social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, 
Weibo). With the development of new technologies, many of these social media services can 
actually be integrated via a bunch of creative aggregation platforms/ applications. 
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The phenomenon of social media emerged in mainland China as early as 1999 when Tencent 
released an instant messenger called QQ, which lately claims to have more than 700 million users. 
But the term “social media” has been widely used only since 2008 when several locally tailored 
social networking services gained much popularity among university students and young 
professionals. And by 2009 Chinese Internet users of all backgrounds and age groups were active in 
their use of social media.  
 
Different from the situation in western countries, the Chinese government’s Internet censorship is 
an important and controversial issue (Liang & Lu, 2010). But for most of the time, and for most of 
Chinese Internet users, it is not the top priority. They are busy connecting with other people online 
via the Chinese equivalent social media, which, with unique “Chinese characteristics”, has turned 
out to be a booming home-grown, government-approved ecosystem rather than eradicated for good 
(Crampton, 2011).  
 
As a matter of fact, Chinese social media have some of the most intensive usage in the world. Not 
only are more Chinese people using the Internet but they also use the Internet more than the 
consumers in other major emerging markets. It seems that Chinese people have a natural affinity for 
social media. Many factors—social, historical, and economic—help to shape the digital reality in 
Chinese social media. These include, for example, affordable Internet access facilitated by 
government’s efforts to modernize the telecommunication infrastructure across the country; the 
loneliness of rural-urban migrants and the only child generation; the urgent need for freedom of 
expression, individuality, identity and recognition; and distrust in the scrutinized content provided 
by the state-run media. 
 
It is worthwhile to mention that, since 2010, CNNIC has begun to publish statistics of the new 
social media semi-annually and in 2011 reported a new Internet application which was particularly 
emphasized for its striking growth, with then more than 250 million users and 296% increase over 
the previous year. This application is Weibo, the Chinese microblogging service. This new 
derivative of Web 2.0 has been marked as a new member in the Chinese Social Network Site (SNS) 
family, accompanied by other SNSs concerned about community building, news sharing and 
opinion expression. 
 
On the world arena, microblogging has gained wide attention from scholars, and many studies have 
explored its usage and impacts especially since Twitter was declared to have played a vital role in 
the 2009 Moldova civil unrest, 2009–2010 Iranian election protests, 2010–2011 Tunisian revolution 
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and 2011 Egyptian revolution (Schorr, 2009; Klie, 2011; Mungiu-Pippidi & Munteanu, 2009; 
Murthy, 2011; Schectman, 2009). 
 
Microblogging is a broadcast medium in the form of blogging. A microblog differs from a 
traditional blog in that its content is typically smaller in both actual and aggregate file size. 
Microblogs “allow users to exchange small elements of content such as short sentences, individual 
images, or video links” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011: 106). 
 
The first microblogs were known as tumblelogs. By 2006, the term microblog came into greater 
usage for such services provided by Twitter and Tumblr. Since then, microblogging began to spread 
internationally and varieties of services and software with the feature of microblogging have been 
developed. Other social networking websites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Google Buzz, and 
Google+ also have their own microblogging features, better known as “status updates”. 
 
However, Internet users in China are facing a different situation. Although the concept of 
microblogging was introduced to mainland China as early as in 2006, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube 
and many others have so far been blocked for the authority’s consideration of national security and 
stability. Chinese Internet users alternatively use similar services invented by local enterprises; 
among these, Weibo has become the most prominent and has attracted great interest in academic 
research. 
Weibo is the Chinese word for “microblog”. It refers to a variety of microblogging services in 
China including social networking sites and platforms. Akin to a hybrid of Twitter and Facebook, 
Weibo was invented and tailored indigenously for Chinese language speakers. Fanfou (fanfou.com), 
launched on 12 May, 2007, was a pioneer in Chinese microblogging, as well as the first and 
foremost Twitter-like microblogging service provider in China. In 2009, the website was raided and 
blocked without notice on account of its unscrutinized contents and political dissidence. In the same 
year, the largest Chinese portal Sina (sina.com.cn) released its microblogging product Weibo 
(weibo.com), and following Sina, other Chinese portals, such as Sohu and Tencent, also developed 
their own microblogging services. 
These Weibos, tailored to Chinese people, are like hybrids of Twitter and Facebook; they 
implement basic features of Twitter, allowing users to post with a limit of 140 characters and attach 
graphical emotions, image(s), and audio or video files. Thanks to the expressiveness of Chinese 
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language 140 characters usually provide more presentation space for condensed ideas. All these 
virtues made Weibo quickly become popular among Chinese netizens (see Figure 1.1). 
 
 
Figure 1.1 Chinese Internet users and Weibo users 
 
Statistics source: CNNIC 
Note: Here “Weibo users” indicates the total number of users from all Chinese microblogging platforms, not just limited to the 
above-mentioned Weibo services. 
 
In terms of users’ activities on Weibo, a remarkable percentage of Chinese microbloggers share 
their views with others and take part in public discussion on hot topics (see Figure 1.2). 
 
 
Figure 1.2 Frequently used Weibo functions 
Source: Data Centre of China Internet (DCCI), 2010 
 
By the end of March 2013, Sina Weibo claimed to have 556 million registered users, which makes 
it the most popular microblogging platform and social networking service in mainland China. So in 
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this thesis, Sina Weibo is taken as the main research platform where several case studies are 
conducted to generalise the characteristics of Chinese microblogging sites and further analyse 
microblogging’s implications to the Chinese public sphere and civil society. 
1.3 Sina Weibo 
1.3.1 Basic information 
As previously stated, Sina Weibo is the most popular microblogging service in China and the 
tenth-largest social network globally (comScore, 2012). It was launched on 14 August, 2009, by 
Sina Corporation, which is a top online media firm and established leader in news, entertainment, 
blogging and so on. By March 2013, Sina claimed to have 556 million registered users.  
Due to its popularity, people sometimes directly use “Weibo” to refer to Sina Weibo. However, 
compared with other Weibo services such as Tencent Weibo, whose users are characterised as the 
“great unwashed”, Sina Weibo has more quality, elite users, including celebrities and media, 
entertainment, sports, business, academia, and government. 
Before Weibo was invented, between 2006 and 2009, microblogging services such as Fanfou, Jiwai, 
Digu and others appeared in China. They were more or less pure copycats of Twitter and gained a 
considerable number of users over time until the Chinese government shut down most of them after 
the July 2009 Urumqi riots
1
; the government has also blocked Twitter, Facebook and Plurk since 
then. Chinese local companies seized this great business opportunity. After Sina Weibo was 
launched, many Chinese celebrities joined the service, and Sina Weibo had a substantial growth in 
popularity among Chinese Internet users. 
Now, Sina Weibo is an extremely stable platform with rare outages, for no more than a couple of 
hours, which are occasionally caused by censorship. In cooperation with Internet censorship from 
the authority, Sina sets strict controls over the posts on its services. Posts containing blacklisted 
keywords are not allowed on Sina Weibo. Posts on politically sensitive topics are deleted after 
                                               
1
 The July 2009 Urumqi riots were a series of violent riots over several days that broke out on 5 July 2009 in Urumqi, the capital city 
of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), in north-western China. Rioting began when the police confronted the march 
calling for a full investigation into the Shaoguan incident, a brawl in southern China several days earlier in which two Uyghurs had 
been killed. However, observers disagreed on what caused the protests to become violent. The first day’s rioting involving at least 
1,000 Uyghurs began as a protest but escalated into violent attacks that mainly targeted Han (“ethnic Chinese”) people. People’s 
Armed Police were deployed, and two days later hundreds of Han people clashed with both police and Uyghurs. A total of 197 
people died, with 1,721 others injured and many vehicles and buildings destroyed; many men disappeared during wide-scale police 
sweeps in the days following the riots. The Chinese central government alleges that the riots themselves were planned from abroad 
by the World Uyghur Congress (WUC) and its leader Rebiya Kadeer; Kadeer denies fomenting the violence in her fight for Uyghur 
“self-determination”. Uyghur exile groups claimed that the escalation was caused by the police’s use of excessive force.  
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manual checking. Sina Weibo is believed to employ a distributed, heterogeneous strategy for 
censorship that has a great amount of “defence-in-depth”2, which ranges from keyword list filtering 
to individual user monitoring. Nearly 30% of the total deletion events occur within 5–30 minutes, 
and nearly 90% of the deletions happen within the ﬁrst 24 hours (Zhu et al., 2013).  
Besides this approach, to assist the government in controlling speech and communication on the 
Internet, the “Real Name” policy has been adopted by most Weibo services. The policy requires all 
Weibo users to register with the name on their government issued Identity card. However, the 
username that shows on the website and their homepage does not have to be their legal name.  
When talking about the censorship cooperation between Chinese social media and the government, 
Benney (2011) contentiously argues that Weibo is designed to maximise the cacophonous spectacle 
of entertainment and to minimise reasoned discussion and debate. However, historically, there 
never was a “golden age” when public communication was generally “quality”, serious and rational. 
That is to say, the public spheres have always been trivialised, commercialised and spectacular. 
Like the famous slogan “the personal is political” goes (Williams, 2001), “trivia” is as important 
and deserves to be discussed fully in the public sphere. A relativist approach should thus be adopted 
to accept a plurality of perspectives on each issue and the fragmentation of truths about society 
(McKee, 2005). 
1.3.2 Features 
Sina Weibo implements many features from Twitter. For example, users may post with a limit of 140 
Chinese characters; the expressiveness and versatility of Chinese language means that more can be 
said in this restrictive space than the equivalent 140-character limit for the English alphabet. In 
addition, Sina Weibo users may mention or talk to other people using “@UserName” format, 
add hashtags with “#HashName#” format, follow other people to make his/her posts appear in users’ 
own timeline, forward with “//@UserName” similar to Twitter’s retweet function “RT @UserName”, 
put a post into the favourite list, and verify the account if the user is a celebrity or 
organisation. URLs are automatically shortened using the domain name t.cn like Twitter’s t.co. 
Official and third-party applications mean that users can access Sina Weibo from other websites or 
platforms. 
                                               
2 Defense in depth, also known Castle Approach, is originally a military strategy that seeks to delay rather than prevent the advance 
of an attacker by yielding space in order to buy time. In information technology it specifies an information assurance concept in 
which multiple layers of security controls (defense) are placed throughout an information technology system. The intent of this 
strategy is to provide redundancy in the event a security control fails or a vulnerability is exploited that can cover aspects of 
personnel, technical, physical and procedural for the duration of the system’s life cycle (Wikipedia: Defense In Depth). 
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One unique feature of Sina Weibo is threaded comment. In Twitter, one has to browse the 
@mentions to see what people think about his/her tweets, and those commenting tweets are even 
mixed with other commenting tweets with different topics. With threaded comment in Sina Weibo, 
one can see all users’ comments, properly sorted under one’s post by just one click. After viewing 
the comment threads of a user’s post, one can also add his/her own comment in the box provided in 
the comment thread. He/she can add @username to remind the author or any people about the post, 
or click on the ‘Reply’ button located on the right side of a commentator’s post to reply to the 
commentator. This feature is quite user-friendly as all comments and replying actions are done in a 
single section called comment thread. 
Additionally, users are allowed to insert rich media into their posts, such as graphical emoticons, 
images, music, video files and even polls without any plug-in required. Attaching music and video 
files would automatically generate a shortened URL in the post and take up some space. Attaching 
images and polls does not generate URLs and thus requires no space at all. The rich media offers far 
more than what one can imagine: for example, there are more than 400 emoticons available for 
users. Youngsters in China have a particular interest in using emoticons, in addition to other very 
similar symbols such as the fun images provided by Weibo in the image feature. Users can also 
upload video from his/her own computer, or just put in the link from a video site to show a 
thumbnail of the video. The best thing about the video feature is, if users put in the link from 
supported video sites like Youku or Tudou (both are popular Chinese video websites), he/she will 
be able to view the video without even leaving the site, a great strategy for Sina Weibo to retain the 
users in its site. One more feature is the ability for any user to start a poll in Sina Weibo; these polls 
are more advanced than the basic poll feature (Question) on Facebook. Users can put in the 
description, options, decide whether users can choose single or multiple options, and ultimately, set 
the visibility of the poll and its expiration date. 
Sina Weibo has an identification policy. It is like Twitter’s verified account, which can verify the 
identity of a famous person, organisation and so on. Once a user gets through the verification on the 
Internet, a coloured “V” will be added behind his/her username. An orange “V” is for people while a 
blue one is for organisations and companies. Also, there will be a graph and a declaration on its user 
page to show the verification. There are several kinds of verifications: personal verification, college 
verification, organisation verification, verification for official accounts (accounts of government 
departments, social media platforms and famous companies). A dedicated page has been created for 
highlighting celebrities, literally called the “Hall of Fame”. In the page, users can either choose their 
favourite celebrities to follow, or simply click on ‘Follow All’ button to follow all celebrities in the 
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particular field. Weibo treats celebrities very seriously because they have millions of fans who may 
become potential platform users; Weibo wants to retain celebrities and convert their massive, 
dedicated fanbase into loyal Weibo users. 
Sina produced mobile applications for various platforms to access Sina Weibo. Sina also released a 
desktop client for Microsoft Windows under the product name of Weibo Desktop. Currently, Sina 
Weibo is available in both simplified and traditional Chinese characters. The site also has versions
 
catering to users from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Weibo is now developing its international version in 
English and other languages. Its official mobile device applications have English language options. 
Some other services of Weibo are also listed below: 
(1) “Groups and Lists” are to set up or join groups around interests and create private lists of users.  
“Micro topic” is a dedicated page for all users to view and discuss particular topics which are 
usually created by Weibo editors, sometimes with tags (#hashtagname#) added in the text box 
for users to discuss and share the topic on their own profiles. 
(2) “Weibo Square” is a portal-like page highlighting games and applications. 
(3) “Weibo Place” is a service bundled with Weibo that is similar to Foursquare, a location-based 
social networking website based on software for mobile devices.  
(4) A lot more Weibo official applications feature movies, music, books, food and other services. 
1.3.3 A conceptual model of Weibo communication 
Bruns and Moe (2013) propose a conceptual model that defines the different modes of 
communication on Twitter. They introduce three key layers of communication that are flexible in 
transition between each other and serve as the basis for Twitter’s considerable success as a social 
media service. These layers are: the micro level of interpersonal communication, the meso level of 
follower–followee networks, and the macro level of hashtag-based exchanges (see Figure 1.3). 
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Figure 1.3 Bruns and Moe’s conceptual model of Twitter communication 
As the tenth-largest social network globally and the most successful local social media in China, 
Sina Weibo, on one hand, shares many intrinsic characters in common with other social media, but 
on the other, displays a wide variety of uniqueness architecturally and technologically. The 
conceptual model of three layers of communication also applies to Sina Weibo. Differences lie in 
the ways each layer is realised, and how they are interconnected with each other. Adapted from 
Bruns and Moe’s model, a layered model of Weibo communication is conceptualised in this thesis 
to describe the different modes of communication on Weibo (see Figure 1.4). 
 
Figure 1.4 A conceptual model of Weibo communication 
 
Meso: follower–followee networks 
According to Bruns and Moe, the meso layer of information change and user interaction is the 
default level of Twitter communication. The capacity for Twitter users to follow one another and 
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subscribe to the stream of updates originating from the followed user is the most fundamental 
affordance that determines the flow of information. The same follower–followee networks also 
exist in Sina Weibo. Once an account has gained followers, the posts released by the account owner 
will first reach all his/her followers if they actively monitor the posts originating from their network 
of the followed accounts. All posts released are also accessible to the public and any user using the 
search function or visiting the account’s profile no matter if he/she follows the account or not.  
A “personal public” is created at this layer because by posting a weibo the user is actually 
addressing a group of others who may or may not pay attention to the post. This public could be an 
acquaintance public if the number of followers is limited and the followers broadly known to the 
account owner. However, for those accounts with very large follower networks, such as celebrity 
accounts, it becomes very hard to accurately know each follower, and this personal public would be 
made of both strong ties and weak ties, only existing in a virtual public space. 
For renowned users, it is not hard to gain large follower networks and generate comparatively active 
personal publics. Sina Weibo even has a dedicated page to promote such users for other users to 
either choose their favourite celebrities to follow, or simply click on ‘Follow All’ button to follow 
all celebrities in the particular field. “Celebrity effect” is Weibo’s key strategy to convert celebrities’ 
massive, dedicated fanbase into loyal Weibo users. Or, one can use Weibo’s “Find people” function 
to spot “people you may know” based on his/her current network, or search all relevant users by 
region, university or company. Following people and subscribing to a certain scale of information 
flow is easily achieved. 
However, the number of followers matters a lot in Sina Weibo because the follower network 
determines the publicity of a personal public. Especially to those business accounts, the larger the 
follower networks, the more potential benefit they may get from using Weibo. Besides generating 
good quality or eye-catching content, microblog marketing becomes a very important skill. Not 
surprisingly, some users choose to buy zombie followers or fake accounts to rapidly increase the 
number of followers even though Sina Weibo forbids it. Such accounts may gain a false prosperity 
in the short run, but since the zombie followers are rarely active users contributing to a real 
publicity, in the long run they will harm the credibility of the users. 
Macro: micro-topics and search 
For Twitter, the process of hashtagging is one important way to realise the notion of a vernacular 
public sphere (Faina, 2012). This function has improved the searchability of the topic and further 
23 
 
blurred the lines between institutional and non-institutional discourses. It is argued that the 
hashtagged exchanges have formed the macro layer of Twitter communication and aided the rapid 
assembly of “ad hoc issue publics” (Bruns & Burgess, 2011: 2).  
Similarly, to help Weibo users take part in a wider communicative process, Sina Weibo creatively 
implements a new concept of “micro topics” and creates dedicated pages for particular topics for 
users to view and discuss (see Figure 1.5). All posts that are related to the topic will appear on the 
page. If one would like to participate in the discussion, there is a text box with tags 
(#HashtagName#) automatically added in for him/her to discuss and share the topic on his/her own 
profile. Certainly users can always choose to remove the hashtags if they do not want their posts 
searchable by other users through the particular hashtags. But even so, the posted weibo would still 
include a plug-in of the hashtagged topic name and the brief introduction of the topic. 
 
Such micro-topics with hashtags and dedicated pages can easily form Bruns and Burgess’s issue 
publics, especially in tracking the development of big events. The formation of such publics is rapid, 
dynamic and even ephemeral in their development, but can also solidify long-standing communities 
of Weibo users.  
 
Figure 1.5 The micro-topic ranking board 
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Besides partaking in micro-topics, however, a large fraction of users on Sina Weibo is observed not 
to make use of hashtags (Gao et. al., 2012). This implies that hashtag-based user profiles or topic 
modelling based on hashtags, as proposed by Romero et al. (cited in Gao et al. 2012), seem not to 
be appropriate on Sina Weibo. It is further argued that it is due to the “high power distance” 
(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010) in China’s society that Chinese users are less eager to 
disclose information using hashtags, just to ensure that their posts do not appear in the public 
discussion. In another sense, the less frequent use of hashtags can help Chinese users to avoid their 
posts being censored in some sensitive situations. 
 
According to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, power distance is “the extent to which the less 
powerful members of organisations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that 
distributed unequally” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 28; Hofstede & Peterson, 2000, p. 401). Cultures that 
endorse low power distance expect and accept power relations that are more consultative or 
democratic. People relate to one another more as equals regardless of status, and are more 
comfortable with and demand the right to contribute to and criticize the decision-making process. 
By contrast, in a high power distance society like China, the less powerful people are in relations 
with the powerful authorities that are more autocratic and paternalistic. People do not attribute 
much impact to their individual activities on the formidable system, especially when regarding 
political issues. 
So compared with its constructive role to Twitter’s macro communication, personal use of 
hashtagging plays a far less significant role to Sina Weibo. The more common way to follow an 
issue or a topic is through the search function of Sina Weibo. The advantage of doing this is that 
one does not have to know a well-established hashtag to trace the full feed of posts containing the 
hashtag. Also, many users do not necessarily use the same hashtag or don’t use any at all when 
discussing the same topic. By searching a simple keyword that is relevant to the topic, users can 
virtually get access to the whole iceberg rather than the tip of the iceberg revealed only by hashtags. 
In addition, on its homepage, Sina Weibo also recommends the frequently searched topical 
keywords on a regular basis and in this way indicates some of the most discussed topics.  
The disadvantage of using Weibo search is obvious. It is hard for search engine users to 
chronologically keep pace with the development of an issue from all mixed information that 
contains the keyword. In many cases, users are mere information seekers rather than active 
participants. Except those who are truly involved or concerned, people are generally not motivated 
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enough to contribute to the public discourse, and an issue-based public/community is thus hard to 
assemble as a state of normalcy if based on such random participation.  
Micro: @mention, comment and @reply 
Similar to Twitter, Sina Weibo uses @mention another user (the addressee’s username preceded by 
the “@”symbol) to highlight a post specifically to that user. The platform and its applications will 
notify the recipient of incoming messages when he/she is mentioned by other users. When one 
mentions another user in a published post, the @mention can also be seen by the public. But the 
underlying intention of the user is to initiate a conversation with the particular person and more or 
less expect a reply from the addressee. Another way to initiate interpersonal conversations is 
through the “private message” function of Sina Weibo. This kind of communication is totally 
private and usually considered as a supplementary function of Weibo. It is not under study in this 
thesis.  
When a @mention in a post is reciprocated by the recipient, what is described as “comment” 
eventuates. The following multi-turn exchanges are described as the process of @replies, but they 
will all appear as comments threading under the originating post. As aforementioned, with threaded 
comment in Sina Weibo, one can see all users’ comments, properly sorted under one’s post by just 
one click. After viewing the comment threads of the user’s post, one can also add his/her own 
comment in the box provided in the comment thread. He/she can add @username to mention the 
author or any people about the post, or click on the ‘Reply’ button located on the right side of the 
commentator’s post to reply to the commentator. This feature is quite user-friendly as all comments 
and replying actions are done in one single section called comment thread, which is similar to the 
“comment” functions in Facebook. 
Comments and replies of a post are primarily centred on the principal participants, but they are also 
visible to any users beyond the actively engaged parties. Despite the fact that many commentators 
are just non-participating bystanders, the threaded setting of comment and reply still provides 
possibilities for commentators to initiate conversations among themselves, and even develop a 
follower network from within. In this sense, the micro-level communication can also evolve into a 
meso-layer network, albeit through a rare way that divorces itself from those familiar 
following-followed procedures. 
It is very commonplace to see commentators of a post start conversations on their own in the 
comment thread; the previously unrelated users may follow some users from the same list as they 
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may find they share the similar interest or viewpoints in an issue. I would like to call this 
group-talking an assembly of microblog-based public/community. Most of the time, such 
community is provoked by a single post and accumulatively formed by participation of the post’s 
commentators. It dissolves quickly as the commentators no longer pay attention to the post as well 
as other users’ comments. However, group identity and belonging is more likely to be cultivated 
through such crosscutting interactions. 
Cross-layer communication flows 
The three layers of communication do not exist separately. There are inherent interconnections 
between the layers, determined by the technological affordance of the platform. Consciously or not, 
users also actively transit between layers by using the aforementioned functions. For example, the 
use of comment and hashtags is a means to move from the meso layer to the more private micro 
layer or the more public macro layer, and vice versa; by replying and forwarding a comment in the 
user’s profile rather than just replying in the comment thread, the sender then moves from the micro 
back to the meso layer; by not adding a known hashtag or using coded words to avoid public search, 
a sender can intentionally move a topical post from the macro layer back to the meso layer. 
Direct moves between micro and macro layers of communication are also common. For example, 
on a micro-topic page, interested users do not need to follow one another at the meso level to 
comment on any hashtagged posts. The involved two parties can directly move from the broader 
public space of hashtagged micro-topics to the one-to-one exchange of comment and @reply. 
Conversely, adding a hashtag to an intimate comment or @reply would suddenly make the 
interpersonal communication visible to a broader group of users following the hashtagged 
micro-topic.  
Similar to Twitter’s “retweet” function, “forward” is the most important mechanism for transitions 
between the three layers. Forward with “//@username” in Sina Weibo is similar to Twitter’s “RT 
@username”. This function facilitates posts to move across layers. For example, one user finds an 
interesting post in the public space of micro-topics, and shares the post with his/her meso level 
follower network by simply forwarding this post; or he/she wants to share it with a specific 
recipient by adding an @mention of the intended addressee, like this: “@recipient //@username: 
#topicname# [message]”. The reverse is also true. By forwarding an incoming comment or @reply 
to the user’s profile, the intimate interaction is moved to a meso-level communication. If a known 
hashtag is added, the post is simply moved into a more visible broader discussion of a specific topic, 
and may appear in the dedicated page, if any exists for the topic. 
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In Sina Weibo, the functions of “forward” and “comment” are designed as very closely associated. 
Users can always choose to forward the comment to their profiles while commenting, and comment 
on a post while forwarding it (see Figure 1.6).  
 
 
Figure 1.6 Forward and comment on a post 
The actions of both forwarding and commenting will also be recorded in the comment list below the 
post. As such, the moves between the layers are more random and dynamic, making the 
interconnections between users, and their communication, more intricate and complex. 
1.4 Research background 
Weibo’s communication mode is very attractive to Chinese netizens. The liberty of opinion 
permitted, though not as free as in liberal democratic nation states, makes Weibo a rare 
“wonderland” for those who are seeking a space to discuss or debate issues of their concerns, or 
identify societal problems that used not to be covered or discussed in the traditional media. 
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Chinese netizens use Weibo mainly as a tool for expressing public worries and desires, revealing 
official corruption, and initiating online mobilisation. In some major public events, Weibo has even 
created pressure on the traditional media and government, and then forced them to respond 
appropriately and make further policy changes. 
 
As some researchers (Shen, 2011; X. Zhang, 2010; Zheng, 2012) argue, Weibo has been moulding a 
brand new public space in China; and in the current process of online governance in China, Weibo 
has more political and democratic connotation than merely a new mode of communication. This is 
not to say that Twitter and other western social media ancestors don’t have such a function. Instead, 
they have also become effective channels for free speech and public opinion, and even Twitter has 
been increasingly utilised by western politicians as an arena where they advocate their political 
views and group interests (Bruns et al., 2011; Faina, 2012; Welpe et.al.,  2011; Wilson, 2011).  
 
However, without the diversified implementation of democracy and freedom that is commonplace 
in the Western democracies, Chinese Weibo’s democratic notion is understandably amplified in 
China’s context albeit still confined by censorship and scrutiny all along (Y. Li & L. Zhao, 2011). 
Especially when the Chinese government has begun to discreetly but deliberately tolerate and utilise 
this channel, the democratic influence and capacity of microblogging becomes more tenable.  
 
But still why do we need to discuss microblogging, the public sphere and civil society in a same 
framework? In the politics of the Internet, these concepts are closely associated and interconnected. 
Media innovation can promote the development, transformation and reconstruction of public sphere, 
from which might derive new typology of this concept (J. Chen, 2010; J. Liu, 2011; S. Wang, 2009). 
As of China, scholars worldwide are interested in its new media development largely due to a 
historical reality that the mode of governance and social organisation is being profoundly 
transformed in the current state of market-oriented socialism with Chinese characteristics, and a 
widely held assumption that the growth of new media would contribute to China’s media reform 
and empower non-state players in a unique and unprecedented way. The inquiry of new media in 
China as a most valuable case is therefore necessary and significant in terms of unmasking its 
state-society dynamics that are not to be found in other countries, liberalising potentials of new 
media that may not be attainable through traditional media, and contributing to our understanding of 
Chinese communication above and beyond the existing knowledge (Qiu, 2004). And this thesis 
represents an effort in this direction. 
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Weibo has great potential to facilitate public discussions and debates, cultivate the civic awareness 
and consciousness, and reframe the social structure, and ultimately, bring about social changes 
(Zheng, 2012). Different ideologies and values converge to this sphere and form an opinion agora, 
which can virtually reflect the varieties of ethos and values in reality. Its force and influence has 
been remarkably recognized in several important events in recent years (Ji, 2012; H. Li, 2012).  
 
For instance, the Wenzhou train collision on 23 July, 2011 first demonstrated the news-making 
prowess of Weibo. From the first SOS messages posted by survivors to the comments following on, 
Weibo had enabled observers to take on the mantle of the fourth estate and its tenet of monitoring 
the holders of power. In the same year, at the height of the Wukan incident when none of the 
Chinese media could get in to report, villagers in Wukan and netizens utilised Weibo to send out 
updates until it drew the attention of the foreign press. These events had become a parable about the 
ways in which social media and Internet in China could empower local residents and the media 
itself. 
 
Therefore, studies in Weibo and its potentiality for facilitating a platform that underpins an online 
public sphere, and how such a sphere would be constructed and exert an influence on Chinese civil 
society, have important theoretical values, as well as practical significance. 
1.5 Research problems 
Since microblogging started relatively late in mainland China, relevant studies are still limited, in 
contrast to those of Twitter. The previous studies on Weibo mainly focus on introductory research 
of Weibo, such as communication issues in the Weibo environment, the communicative value of 
Weibo and Weibo’s anticipated social implications (Yan & Chang, 2011). Specifically, some of the 
studies focus on Weibo’s definition, categorisation, usage and factors that affect users’ 
microblogging behaviour (Y. Hu, 2011b; X. Zhou, 2010). From the perspective of communication, 
some look at Weibo’s communication pattern, the dissemination model, potential risks and general 
principles (J. Lu, 2010; Yin & Meng, 2010; L. Zhang, 2010). Studies of Weibo’s value involve 
Weibo’s application to business, education and other fields (Guo, 2010; Kan, 2010; Lin & Xu, 2010; 
G. Yu, 2010). 
 
However, compared with the existing large volume of quantitative and empirical research on 
Twitter, Chinese new media studies generally focus on its practical values in various fields and its 
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anticipated social meanings, but fall short of a systematic theory framework and sufficient empirical 
research. 
 
Another problem with Chinese new media studies lies in the term itself. “New media” usually refers 
to two sets of communication technologies: one category encompassing all forms of communication 
that appeared after the emergence of television (e.g., phone, cable TV, email), and the other being 
more specific about the Internet and its derivatives by the notion of “the fourth medium”. This 
descriptive classification is based merely on the time of appearance and technological 
characteristics (e.g., distributive network, interactivity) rather than the novelty of the “new media” 
in more substantial terms such as their role in state-society relationship. This universal but 
problematic conception of new media in China often negates the fact that media regulation has 
always been part of China’s media governance efforts, and that the findings about one new media 
form may not be applicable to other forms or even in another historical period when modest change 
occurs in the political economic context.  
 
Therefore, Qiu (2004) suggests the definition of China’s new media should link the descriptive 
label to the question of state-society relationship. To him, “new media” is understood a series of 
communication channels emerging in recent years which are regulated by the state and utilised by 
social groups and individuals, in ways that differ from the existing patterns observed in mass media. 
There could then be more specific subcategories in terms of the substance of state involvement (e.g., 
support or prohibition) and the scope of societal unitisation (e.g., mainstream or alternative usage). 
Only by so doing can we have a more useful classification system that has both theoretical and 
practical meaning in itself. This thesis is an attempt to realise that linkage through the pursuit of 
research space resulting from the emancipation on social media facilitated by the occasional 
unpresence of Chinese state. 
The existing studies about new media’s impact on the public sphere and civil society in China are 
also limited (Q. Yang, 2011). For example, using “weibo”, “public sphere” and “civil society” as 
search terms, we can only obtain 182 results from China National Knowledge Internet (CNKI), the 
most authoritative journal network. Most of the research found reveals Weibo as an emerging and 
promising public sphere, but lacks further elaborative and profound investigation, especially 
in-depth case studies and empirical work. 
 
Studies in public sphere centre on real-life public sphere and civil society (Deng, 2010; J. Li, 2012; 
J. Zhou & Yu, 2010), and besides, considerable studies attempt to reason the possibility of 
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constructing a virtual public sphere (Dai, 2007; Y. Hu, 2010; Z. Li, 2004; X. Wu, 2005; G. Yang, 
2003). However, fewer studies have made a good effort in the later field from a perspective of 
social media. Most of these studies conveniently borrow the term “public sphere” without further 
unpacking its complicated nature in China’s context. And one should also acknowledge that 
discussing a Chinese public sphere in isolation apart from examining its relationship with the state 
and society would inevitably risk dogmatic repetition of these classic western theories. 
 
This plight may be well solved if the origins and evolutions of such western theories could be 
clarified and discreetly extrapolated to China’s context, combined with good understanding of the 
intertwined state–society relation as general socio-political background of China studies. In a 
similar vein, social media study in China should also break away from the “western eyes”. Even if 
Twitter has proved its democratic power and potentiality in political communication, the feasibility 
of such a function might be a totally different case in Weibo. Those who think the technology can 
produce a viable democratic public sphere by itself where policy has failed to do so are just 
deluding themselves (McChesney, 1999). 
 
Yuezhi Zhao (2009) proposes five “Rs” to call for reflecting broadening and deepening Chinese 
media and communication research in the process of internationalisation. They are: re-root the filed 
in the history; re-embed the field in the social terrain; re-define the agency of social change; 
re-engage with meaning and communication; and recover utopian imaginations (p. 175). The 
emphasis on spatial, temporal and relational dimensions allows one to examine communicative 
practices by various players (e.g., the state, capital, individuals, and institutions) in the dynamic 
process of state-society relations. Media is not longer seen as texts, institutions or culture alone, but 
as practices of communication and networking. And media as communicative practice paradigm 
moves beyond traditional audience research to examine what people do across a whole range of 
situations, mediated or unmediated by media (H. Yu, 2011).  
 
Drawing from this, the thesis attempts to use a theoretical framework of public sphere and civil 
society theories from Chinese epistemologies and perspectives, of which the relation between the 
state and society is the core issue. By investigating the issue in various Weibo events, the thesis 
inspects microblogging’s role in the constructing process of the urban public sphere and its further 
implications to Chinese civil society. Considering the specific problems in the research methods of 
existing studies, this thesis attempts to deploy a set of mixed methods such as qualitative content 
analysis and discourse analysis. By analysing the issue-based microblog data, the thesis investigates 
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the specific features of public discourse in the Weibosphere, examines the interaction between 
social actors, and evaluates Weibo’s impact on public affairs and the broader Chinese society. 
 
So the purpose of this study is to investigate microblogging’s role in specific public events, in 
particular, how people use it to initiate public discussion and debates. By examining its role in 
online discoursal practices and civil engagement, the way microblogging facilitates a platform that 
underpins the development and enhancement of an urban public sphere and a robust civil society in 
China is explored.  
 
As Faina (2012) maintains, the significance of microblogging service’s fast development is twofold: 
First, …[has] enabled the widespread adoption of the site by Internet users, …its 
potential as a source for multiple and nearly instantaneous conversations among 
a wide variety of publics. Second, …provide an opportunity to re-examine the 
impact of social media on contemporary notions of the public sphere and 
publicity. (p. 56) 
Therefore, to elaborate on this significance, it is essential to examine microblogging’s development 
status in a “vernacular mode” (Howard, 2010) in a large volume of instantaneous online 
conversations. Based on the ample research into the specific interactions among diverse social 
actors on Weibo, this research attempts to figure out how the contemporary notion of public sphere 
and civil society is reconstructed.  
 
In China’s context, where a state-led public sphere and civil society are pre-existing, it is also 
necessary to retrospect how the concepts of public sphere and civil society evolved historically, and 
by what means they might be extrapolated from an ideal bourgeois notion to a typologically feasible 
discursive space in China. Therefore, the thesis explores the potentiality of Weibo in providing a 
platform for the formation of an urban public sphere in contemporary China. I specifically argue for 
Weibo’s own qualification as a new type of online sphere through the analysis of the integration and 
synergy between Weibo, civil discourse, the traditional media and other social actors that have 
collectively created an “opinion market” straddling both online and offline spheres. 
 
Against the backdrop of “big social data” research trend nowadays, social media is a particularly 
useful source of data: using the built-in search engine of Weibo (its API is not open to all users yet) 
it is possible for Chinese media researchers to gather very large archives of public posts concerned 
with a particular topic, theme or event, with a little effort and sufficient technical resources. Such 
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data can be sliced, diced and visualised in a wide range of ways in order to understand the dynamic 
of social media communication. Such research is frequently oriented around pre-existing research 
questions such as public sphere in this thesis, but is typically conducted at unprecedented scale. The 
projects of Chinese media and communication researchers such as Gao et al.(2012), Ruelle (2013), 
and W. Yang (2013) – to name just a handful of recent examples, rely fundamentally on Weibo 
datasets which now routinely comprise millions of posts and associated metadata, collected 
according to a wide range of criteria. What is common to all such cases, however, is the need to 
make new methodological choices in the processing and analysis of such large datasets on mediated 
social interaction. 
 
The thesis is an effort of this methodological choice too. With a broad concern with understanding 
of the role of social media in reshaping the state-society relations in contemporary Chinese media 
ecology, it focuses on the formation and dynamics of interest- and issues-based publics. The volume 
of data necessitates new approaches and working with the “big data” in this context requires an 
approach which is different from traditional quantitative and qualitative research.  
 
In particular with regard to the public sphere/ civil society in China, a central part of this is a new 
third paradigm both theoretically and methodologically to look at the pre-existing research inquiries. 
I also view this task as a historical, political and relational object of filed that is both unique and not 
so unique. It is contested and evolving all the time, presenting issues that are sometimes “Chinese” 
and sometimes universal. The object of this research cannot stand alone as a discipline, but rather 
interacts with other fields in Chinese studies, as well as media and communication studies, drawing 
from the diversified theories and methodologies to stake out its own contribution to our 
understanding of Chinese society and new media culture. 
1.6 Research questions 
This thesis seeks to answer the following research questions: 
 
RQ: How does Weibo provide a potential platform to facilitate public opinion as the function of 
public discourse in an urban public sphere? 
 
To concretise this question, the following four empirical sub-questions will be investigated: 
 
Q1. What are the main concerns (topics) when people talk about one particular issue on Weibo? 
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Through a content analysis aided by text-analytics software (Leximancer), a typology of Weibo 
content will be developed to reveal the wide range of topics that people discuss on Weibo around 
selected particular issues. On some specific issues, a time series inquiry will be conducted in order 
to recognize the ongoing topics and temporal topics (short-term and long-term trends). 
 
Q2. What is the relationship between the agents involved in civil discourse about one particular 
issue? 
The social attributes of the actors involved in online discourse on Weibo (for example, individual 
public opinion leaders and institutional actors) will be identified first. Through media discourse 
analysis, the respective roles they play and the relations between them will be revealed. 
 
Q3. How do the online discoursal practices inform this relationship (discourse strategies)? 
By employing diverse discursive strategies, different categories of groups present distinctions in 
terms of ideological standpoints, perceived truths of a certain reality, and possible consequences of 
discourses. Furthermore, the interactions between these actors, such as follower vis-à-vis followee 
and originator vis-à-vis commenter, will be examined to identify each group’s position in the online 
discourse. This information would indicate their possible interrelationship, for example, who leads 
the public opinion and who is the influenced party. 
 
Q4. What is Weibo’s implication to the relation between the state and civil society of contemporary 
China? 
This thesis examines the relations on the micro level, namely the discourse practices in the social 
media public sphere through three case studies. These case studies investigate public discussions 
about issues of politics, environment and religion respectively, and further generalise the 
interactional modes of state - society relation based on the results of the case studies. Despite the 
typology, the interactional mode is not fixed and static, but rather in constant motion of changing as 
the issue evolves over time. 
 
The following chapter presents the conceptual framework of this thesis and then combs the 
trajectory of the public sphere and civil society theories. In particular, literatures that modify, 
improve, or extrapolate these theories to explain China’s social ethos in different historical periods 
are comprehensively expounded. The new development of these theories in an increasingly 
networked world is also discussed. At last, drawing from the literatures review, three interactional 
modes of state-society relations are proposed for further examination.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
2.1 Conceptual framework 
There has been much theoretical debate about the possibility that microblogging may facilitate 
public sphere of rational-critical deliberation and public opinion formation (Dahlberg, 2004; 
Gimmler, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002; Poster, 2001; Sparks, 2001). However, less study has been 
done to evaluate to what extent the online communicative practices such as blogs, Bulletin Board 
System (BBS), and microblogs could virtually constitute a public sphere. The importance of such 
research lies less in giving definitive answers, as in offering initial explorations of a public sphere 
facilitated by online communicative practices, and more in providing significant perspectives of 
practice and developing both theoretical and methodological approaches to improve understanding 
(Dahlberg, 2001, 2004). 
 
Most previous studies were inadequate in specifying the conception of such a virtual public sphere; 
they did not transit well between the definition and the process of evaluation and did not develop 
appropriate explanations and extensions of the results. To solve these problems, this thesis needs to 
specify the criteria of such a public sphere, identify a variety of case-sensitive indicators that can 
facilitate the transition between criteria and practice, and further suggest explanation and extension 
of the findings. 
 
Dahlberg’s (2004) six normative criteria can provide good guidance to this thesis in general: 
(1) thematisation and reasoned critique of problematic validity claims; 
(2) reflexivity; 
(3) ideal role taking; 
(4) sincerity; 
(5) inclusion and discursive equality; 
(6) autonomy from state and economic power. 
 
Each of these criteria can be identified by a variety of indicators, only some of which are easy to 
evaluate. And in this study, some of the criteria need to be tweaked to fit a Chinese context. But the 
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methodology does not simply get the operationalisation right by refining and agreeing upon a set of 
so-called scientific measures. As Dahlberg (2004) points out: 
The fundamental problem is that operationalisation requires researchers to focus 
upon those aspects of the public sphere for which narrowly defined and 
measurable indicators can be found, thus neglecting other aspects less amenable 
to quantification. The result is a serious loss of meaning. The best we can hope 
for is a limited and skewed (because some aspects are more measurable than 
others) understanding of the extent that the communicative practices under 
investigation fit the public sphere conception. (p. 31) 
He thus suggests dispensing with any methodological fundamentalism, and allowing the problem to 
drive the method, rather than the other way around. 
 
Based on this principle, the ongoing research will try to adopt a pragmatic strategy, aiming for the 
persuasive evaluations in light of current knowledge and tools. The most workable analysis of 
online communicative practices such as microblogging, in terms of facilitating the preconditions of 
public sphere, should come from gathering a variety of evidence through in-depth multi-method 
research, including content analysis, discourse analysis, contextual analysis, and interviews. Despite 
all these efforts, final answers are unlikely to be given indiscreetly. Yet the research should at least 
refine and improve the understanding of related theories and methods as they are applied into the 
critical analysis of online discursive practices. 
 
Much of the existing scholarship on Weibo and the public sphere draws on Jurgen Habermas’s 
conception of the public sphere. Almost all of these studies recognize the theoretical value of the 
public sphere when discussing the emerging online sphere, but fall short of elaborating how this 
exotic concept empirically fits in the context of China.  
 
The public sphere was conceptualised by Habermas as a space where the bourgeoisie come together 
to engage in reasoned and critical discussions and debates over common concerns (Habermas, 
1989). It was particularly evident in the notions of liberal democracy to emerge in Europe in the 
18th century, and stands for an ideally normative model, which was distinct from a public sphere 
that can be empirically identified in historical terms. Though Habermas disapproves of transferring 
or generalizing the concept to any other historical situations, he neither argues that there is only one 
type of public sphere (1989: xvii). 
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Therefore, an empirically different public realm which fosters the circulation of public issues with 
reasoned debates can also be called a public sphere. And this modified concept can sufficiently 
serve our need for explaining the phenomena we encounter in a different socio-political context. 
 
Moreover, the public sphere is not a self-generating concept. It relies on both the economic base and 
consequential superstructure, which are directly manifested by the relationship between the public 
sphere, the state and society. A Habermasian public sphere is a separate part from society and 
regulated against the state. But in contrast, a Chinese public sphere is much more complicatedly 
interwoven with the state, and very frequently blurs the distinction between private interests, so that 
the state–society relation is always tangled in most Sinological works on public sphere (P. C. C. 
Huang, 1993; Madsen, 1993; Rankin, 1993, 1997; Strand, 1990; Wakeman, 1991).  
 
This can well explain why Madsen (1993) borrows Tu Wei-ming’s “cultural China” to indicate a 
whole realm of “common awareness” (Tu, 1991), through which “there may arise new 
understandings of the meaning of being Chinese today, and these may produce the cultural context 
within which a fractious Chinese civil society may bring to birth a Chinese public sphere” (p. 197). 
Furthermore, in a “Neo-Confucian society” (Day, 1993), the principle of a dichotomy between state 
and society, which is historically rooted in the western tradition of the nation-state “does not take 
into account forms of neo-patrimonial system that find an illustration through state-led associations 
in China” (Vielajus, 2001: para9). 
 
Today amid globalisation, neo-Confucianism fosters important changes by cultivating a deepened 
individuality and a potential universalism in China’s context. Its self-modification facilitates a more 
impersonal relationship between citizen and citizen in a shared public sphere, and moreover, under 
a common rule of law, which also becomes an important resource for a public philosophy that 
concerns both political regimes and public issues (Dallmayr, 2003; Y.-H. Jiang, 2007). 
 
So, even while the Internet and new media are gradually reshaping the scene of Chinese public 
sphere, and make “publicity” the ruling party’s guiding ideology, the above-mentioned endogenous 
patrimonial influence will not vanish. This is because the social and economic realities are deeply 
embedded in the production and use of new media technologies, and thus, the publicity functions 
similarly within these structural realities (Dean, 2002).  
 
The Internet is intrinsically public, even under the unremitting control efforts of the Chinese 
government. It still remains an ideal medium for a pluralistically constituted public realm, where 
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people enter into deliberations on public issues, but in a way that is not comparable to our past 
experiences of public discourse (Dahlberg, 2001; Gimmler, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002). This thesis 
thus attempts to understand and evaluate the consequences of such use of the Internet, in order to 
examine how this medium might manage to transcend from “public space” to a “public sphere”. 
 
The rise of social media has attracted a growing scholarly and commercial interest in examining the 
patterns of interaction and content production. Initial interest particularly focuses on microblogging, 
as a major form of social media, and quite a few studies have examined its properties, 
communication patterns and potential values. Though social media are frequently “trivialised” as 
tools for individualistic self-expression or social networking, they are also playing an increasingly 
significant role in public communication (Bruns et al., 2011).  
 
This is a remarkable shift, both in practice and theory. The everyday lives of individuals are being 
mediated into the new contexts of online society and social connection, while they are increasingly 
engaging themselves in public discussion, particularly about events of shared concern. In and 
through the everyday communication and popular culture, the theoretical move from an abstract 
public sphere to multiple, concrete “publics” is being realised (McGuigan, 2005; Warner, 2005). 
This shift has obvious applications in researching the instantaneous and multiple discursive 
interactions that take place via social media platforms that contain mundane interpersonal 
communication as well as currency of discussions about matters of common public concern (Bruns 
et al., 2011). 
 
Therefore, new empirical research is required to track the emerging identity of social media and 
examine to what extent, and how, everyday communication and interaction via social media might 
be changing the face of public sphere. Based on the framework above, this thesis uses 
computer-assisted text-analytical techniques, which can help to make meaning from the selections 
of illustrative texts and demonstrate the new theoretical perspectives. 
2.2 Civil society and public sphere 
2.2.1 Civil society 
Civil society is a concept contested historically and in contemporary debates. The idea entered 
political philosophy and social theory in the early modern period as one descriptive way for the 
capacity of the self-organisation of political communities outside the state, and with this non-state 
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capacity, the society that people integrated into could better be seen as the source of political 
legitimacy rather than merely as the object of rule (Calhoun, 2002). While there are myriad 
definitions of civil society, the Centre for Civil Society at the London School of Economics (2008) 
attempts to give an empirically and analytically useful definition that captures the multi-faceted 
nature of the concept: 
Civil society refers to the arena of uncoerced collective action around shared 
interests, purposes and values. In theory, its institutional forms are distinct from 
those of the state, family and market, though in practice, the boundaries between 
state, civil society, family and market are often complex, blurred and negotiated. 
Civil society commonly embraces a diversity of spaces, actors and institutional 
forms, varying in their degree of formality, autonomy and power. Civil societies 
are often populated by organisations such as registered charities, 
non-governmental organisations, community groups, women’s organisations, 
faith-based organisations, professional associations, trades unions, self-help 
groups, social movements, business associations, coalitions and advocacy 
groups. 
In this sense, civil society can be viewed as the social totality of civic organisations and institutions 
forming the foundation of a functioning society that is independent from the state and the market.  
 
One important implication of civil society is its links to democracy. The literature can be traced 
back to the early liberal writings of Tocqueville. For him, civil society is a sphere of private 
entrepreneurship and civilian affairs regulated by civil code (Quoted in Zaleski, 2008). In his 
analysis of American democracy, Tocqueville holds that through associating and gathering people 
in both public and private sphere, civil society fosters the social norms and trust necessary for 
individuals to work together and effectively use their liberties to make a self-conscious, active 
political society and a vibrant society functioning according to the political and civil laws of the 
state, and thus promotes democracy and checks despotism (Tocqueville, 2000).  
 
Almond and Verba (1989) set forth the concept of civil culture and develop a major statement of the 
perspective of civil organisations as incubators of democracy and good citizenship; these incubators 
foster better awareness and more informed citizens that make better voting choices and hold 
government more accountable. 
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In contemporary usage, the concept of civil society is usually regarded as antithetic to the state 
(Candland, 2001). Especially after East European anti-communism groups, which used the slogan 
“the revival of civil society” as a rallying cry led up to the revolutions of 1989, the term was 
employed by the discourse on democratic transition to account for various resources outside direct 
state control that offered alternatives to the state organisation of social life (Calhoun, 2002). 
 
Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti (1994) define the role of non-political organisations in civil society 
as vital for democracy from the perspective of social capital. They believe such organisations build 
social capital, trust and shared values, which can be transferred into the political sphere and help to 
hold the society together, cultivating an understanding of the interconnectedness of a society and 
interests within it.  
 
Habermas (1996) locates civil society at the interface of the private and public spheres of the 
lifeworld. He defines the concept of civil society as “composed of…more or less spontaneously 
emergent associations, organisations, and movements that, attuned to how societal problems 
resonate in the private life spheres, distil and transmit such reactions in amplified form to the public 
sphere ” (p. 367). Based on this conceptualisation, Scambler and Martin (2001) distinguish two 
sectors of civil society: the enabling sector of civil society, which derives its impetus from the 
private sphere; and the protest sector of civil society, which is directed towards the public sphere. It 
is within the enabling sector that the ordinary everyday intercourse of the lifeworld, such as 
informal meetings, occurs; in the protest sector, people come together or are mobilised in networks, 
campaign groups, social movements and other forms of association in pursuit of influence for 
purposeful changes.  
 
Scambler and Martin also point out that the protest sector, that is, the public sphere, is at the core of 
civil society. This is because the protest sector comprises a network of associations that 
institutionalise problem-solving discourse on questions of general interest… and 
“these discursive designs have an egalitarian, open form of organisation that 
mirrors essential features of the kind of communication around which they 
crystallise and to which they lend continuity and permanence. (Habermas, 1996: 
367)  
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2.2.2 Public sphere 
The public sphere is a philosophical and sociological concept, which can be seen as a separate 
social space between society and state where individuals can come together to discuss or debate 
freely societal problems, and through that discussion and debate, influence political action. Spatially, 
the public sphere mediates between the “Private Sphere” and the “Sphere of Public Authority” 
(Benhabib, 1992; Habermas, 1989; Warner, 1992). Civil society comprises the private sphere in a 
narrower sense, that is to say, “the realm of commodity exchange and of social labour” (Habermas, 
1989: 30), whereas the state, the ruling class, is dealt with in the sphere of public authority. As such, 
the public sphere is distinct from the state and the market by building an area across both realms 
and putting the state in touch of the needs of society through the vehicle of public opinion  
 
Originally it was Hannah Arendt who put forth the concept of public sphere. But Habermas 
elaborated this concept and made it so widely accepted and discussed that most contemporary 
conceptualisations of the public sphere are based on his ideas expressed in The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere - An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, which is a 
translation from its original German version. This book applies a spatial concept, the social sites or 
arenas where meanings are articulated, distributed, and negotiated, as well as the collective body 
constituted by, and in, this process, called “the public” (Negt & Kluge, 1993): 
The bourgeois public sphere maybe conceived above all as the sphere of private 
people come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere regulated 
from above against the public authorities themselves, to engage them in a debate 
over the general rules governing relations in the basically privatized but publicly 
relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social labor. (Habermas, 1989: 27) 
Through this work, Habermas gave a historical-sociological account of a “bourgeois” public sphere 
based on rational and critical debate and discussion. Precisely speaking, the public sphere emerged 
in specific historical circumstances, that is, in 18th-century Europe when the new bourgeoisie were 
driven by a need for open commercial arenas where news and matters of common concerns could 
be freely exchanged and discussed without monitoring by the power and discourse of the ruling 
class. 
 
Three institutional criteria are presented by Habermas as prerequisites for a normative public sphere 
whose discursive space “may have differed in the size and compositions of their publics, the style of 
their proceedings, the climate of their debates, and their topical, orientations”; however, “they all 
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organized discussion among people that tended to be ongoing: hence they had a number of 
institutional criteria in common” (Habermas, 1989: 36): disregard of status, common concern, and 
inclusivity.  
 
Ironically, however, Habermas fails to incorporate or appreciate in his analysis two modern yet 
sociological grounds: gender and ethnic inequality. It may appear that Habermas’s theorising is 
built on a conception of a world in which white middle-class males dominate. As Fraser (1992) 
argues in Rethinking the Public Sphere, the bourgeois public sphere, as a matter of fact, was 
composed by a “number of significant exclusions” (p. 110), and in particular, it discriminated 
against women and lower social class of society: 
…this network of clubs and associations- philanthropic, civic, professional, and 
cultural- anything but accessible to everyone. On the contrary, it was the arena, 
the training ground, and eventually the power base of a stratum of bourgeois 
men, who were coming to see themselves as a ‘universal class’ and preparing to 
assert their fitness to govern. (p. 114) 
Thus, such a bourgeois public, and its norms, became hegemonic later and failed to articulate the 
particular concerns from other groups and social strata. Moreover, Fraser recalls us to a 
Habermasian public sphere that requires bracketing inequalities of status due to its discursive 
interaction governed by “protocols of style and decorum that were themselves correlated and 
markers of status inequality” (p. 119). Again, this marginalised women and plebeians. Their 
participation in the discursive discussion was prevented; their opinions and concerns had no route to 
communicate and were simply ignored. Therefore, a multiplicity of publics is encouraged to replace 
a single public sphere. And these competing subaltern counterpublics form parallel discursive sites 
and circulate the interpretations of their interests and needs. 
 
Consequently, just as Athenian democracy excluded women, slaves and foreigners, the ‘common 
concerns’ that a liberal bourgeois public sphere is destined to deal with is no longer tenable, in the 
sense that a majority of people are excluded from this circle. Even if we deliberately ignore this 
fallacy, the ‘public’ is still an essentially ambiguous concept, and here what we see properly as 
‘public’ matters greatly (Calhoun, 2005). It is also pointed out that “there are no naturally given, a 
priori boundaries” between the public concerns and private interests (Fraser, 1992: 129). Many 
issues, previously being a matter of private concern, may now be widely accepted as a common one. 
Such discursive discussions may also yield a dichotomous result. The participants may not 
43 
 
necessarily reach a consensus, but rather, hold on to the conflicts of interests and leave them 
unsolved.  
 
Some scholars such as Negt and Kluge (1993) have explored further the conception of 
counterpublics. They propose two supplementary publics to the bourgeois public sphere: the 
proletarian public sphere, which can be conceived as the “excluded” groups with vague, 
unarticulated impulses of resistance or resentment; and the public sphere of production, which is 
wholly instrumental, neutralised and has no critical impulses. 
 
Still others have intended to aim in a different direction for the model of public sphere. Hauser 
(1999) proposed a ‘rhetorical public sphere’ that “[emphasises] the rhetoricality of public sphere” (p.  
64) rather than demographic identity, which is founded substantially around the interaction and 
dialogue surrounding issues (Charland, 2003; Hauser, 1999, 2001). Through the rhetorical norm of 
contextualised language, this discourse-based, rather than class-based, public sphere claims to 
permeate boundaries, and tolerate other opinions. Not having subverted the base of Habermas’s 
public sphere, Hauser’s theory is argued to be some kind of extension of the interaction part in the 
public sphere, rather than a substantial diversion from its original connotation. 
 
As indicated above, a bourgeois public sphere was supported by the 18th-century ideals of liberal 
democracy while keeping its separation from the power of both church and government, 
economically and socially. However, Habermas also points out: “The public sphere of civil society 
stood or fell with the principle of universal access. A public sphere from which specific groups 
were eo ipso excluded was less than merely incomplete; it was not a public sphere at all” (1989: 85). 
The public sphere of rationality and political universality was in due course destroyed by the same 
forces that initially established it. And, when the universal access became practicable as plebeians 
began to obtain literacy and education, the “public opinion” became “mass opinion”, which could 
not reliably be assumed to conform to reason and rationality (Rowe, 1990).  
 
Economically, this decay was spurred by the consumerism that derived from the growth of the 
capitalistic economy. Furthermore, the growth of capitalistic economy led to an uneven distribution 
of wealth, thus widening economic polarity. Suddenly the media became a tool of political forces 
and a medium for advertising rather than the medium from which the public received their 
information on political matters. This resulted in limiting access to the public sphere and the 
political control of the public sphere was inevitable for the modern capitalistic forces to operate and 
thrive in the competitive economy.  
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Therewith emerged a new sort of influence like media power which was used for purposes of 
manipulation, and this influence once and for all took care of the innocence of the principle of 
publicity. The public sphere, simultaneously pre-structured and dominated by the mass media, 
developed into an arena infiltrated by power in which, by means of topic selection and topical 
contributions, a battle was fought: not only over influence but also over the control of 
communication flows that affect behaviour. At the same time, the strategic intentions of the mass 
media were kept hidden as much as possible (Habermas, 1992: 437). 
 
This trend is particularly evident when humankind enters into “liquid modernity”, which is used by 
Zygmund Bauman to describe the condition or state of highly developed present-day societies. 
More specifically, its characteristics are the privatization of ambivalence and increasing feelings of 
uncertainty; it is a kind of chaotic continuation of modernity, where one can shift from one social 
position to another in a fluid manner. In The Individualized Society, Bauman (2001) says: 
In so far as the public sphere has been stealthily yet steadily colonized by 
private concerns trimmed, peeled and cleaned of their public connections and 
ready for (private) consumption but hardly for the production of (social) bonds, 
this effect may also be described as a decolonization of the public sphere. (p. 14) 
Therefore, when the watershed between public interests and private affairs becomes ambiguous, or 
even more than that, when the “public issues” are no different from, but merely richer than the sum 
of private items, the public sphere in the real sense has actually disappeared. Yet, the road to a 
“truly autonomous ecclesia”, as Bauman (2000) argues, should lead through a “populous and 
vibrant agora”, “where people meet daily to continue their joint effort of translating back and forth 
between languages of private concerns and public good” (p. 14).  
 
From the previous discussion, we can clearly assert that there is a distinction between Habermas’s 
ideally normative model of public sphere and the empirical public sphere that can be practically 
established in real life. Nonetheless, Habermas does not argue that there is only one type of public 
sphere when he tries to distinguish between the liberal model of the bourgeois public sphere and the 
plebeian public sphere. The public sphere, in an ideal sense, according to Habermas, should be open, 
egalitarian and based on reason and critical discourses. Nonetheless, an empirically different public 
realm, which expands the social life and shapes the currency of public issues with reasoned debates, 
can also be called a public sphere, a relatively close type to the ideal one. 
 
45 
 
Furthermore, the international academia never stops using “public sphere” to analyse and explain 
non-European histories, including explicating the vicissitudes of East Europe and the historical 
modern China. The concept, as is the case for civil society, capitalism, socialism, rationalism, and 
industrialisation, abstracted from the very history of Europe, has evolved deductively from one 
country’s particular experience to an ideal type that has broad and strong explanatory power, and 
thus become a universal explanatory framework associated with modernity problems. It is a 
Weberian ideal type that incorporates rational analysis, though based on special facts, to transcend 
cultures and circumstances and validly explicate certain prevalent, universal elements and traits 
embodied in trans-cultural contexts. The pivotal value of public sphere lies in that it accommodates 
public communication and public opinion that separates itself from politics, criticising political 
power whilst laying the foundation for political legitimacy. As long as such a mechanism grows out 
of a society’s social structure, it can be considered as “public sphere”, regardless of the culture and 
historical circumstances it is embedded in. 
 
Recognising this, we are now conveniently allowing for the possibility of different types of public 
sphere, and as Habermas himself implies, for the transformation from one specific type to another. 
Although Habermas stops short of developing a new, post-bourgeois model of the public sphere, 
which is sufficient to serve the needs of today, as an idealised and generalised phenomenon, the 
concept of public sphere is flexible enough to be extrapolated to different political-cultural contexts, 
including authoritarian states where liberal traditions are rarely practiced. 
2.3 The new public sphere in a network society 
The interaction between the state and civil society has become particularly vigorous in the 
information age. Almost since the Internet became a mass medium, the theme of the digital public 
sphere has been a focus of many observers’ intellectual inquiry. This is because of its potential to 
connect people around the world so that they have equal access to a public space where they can 
discuss ideas and express arguments freely, and where democracy is often involved to realise a 
smooth process of this communication. 
 
Since media has become the major component of the public sphere in the industrial society, as 
suggested by Thompson (2000), then it is reasonable enough to argue that communication networks 
of any kind are able to form a particular public sphere. In the digital era, the human society, which 
has already become a “network society” (Castells, 1996, 2004), organises its public sphere more 
than any other historical forms of organisation on the basis of media communication networks that 
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include the diversity of the mass media, the Internet, and other newer media forms (Lull, 2007; 
Cardoso, 2006, Chester, 2007; McChesney, 2007).  
 
While the concept of the public sphere still has its heuristic value in this new scheme, one important 
development is the notion of multiple publics instead of a univocal public sphere (Asen & Brouwer, 
2001; Dahlgren, 2005; Fraser, 1992; Poor, 2005). It is rather relevant here because the Internet most 
likely allows for multiple publics, which could consist of a great many users and function well with 
different interest-based, smaller (thus, more workable), yet still global, public spheres. 
 
Barton (2005) empirically investigates the role that blogs, BBS and wikis play in the development 
of an online critical public sphere. In his view, in line with the function of “publicity” in 
Habermas’s original public sphere, these new text-based spaces “encourage the formation of a C.W. 
Mill’s public rather than a mass” (p. 182). 
 
Exciting as the new possibilities are, one should always bear in mind that while providing the forum 
for those who are interested in engaging in critical debates, the Internet-based public spheres cannot 
anticipate all users of the web to engage in a more widened and meaningful dialogue. Despite the 
seemingly global reach of Internet, there still is a problem with access to Internet in some societies, 
resulting in the division between the haves and the have-nots (Papacharissi, 2002). Yet, if reaching 
beyond the technical and infrastructural limitations, the Internet does have the potential to construct 
a theoretically infinite space for civil engagement. 
 
According to Ferguson (1995), civil society is largely a result of unintended human action: “every 
stem and every movement of the multitude, even in what are turned enlightened ages, are made with 
equal blindness to the future; and nations stumble upon establishments, which are indeed the result 
of human action, but not the execution of any human design” (p. 119). His law of unintended 
consequences is particular relevant to the understanding of the dynamics of the Internet and its 
social impact. As Baber (2002) suggests, social relations and technologies simultaneously affect 
each other with unpredictable mix of intended and unintended consequences; it is particularly 
germane to the Internet as “it generates a tremendous amount of social change even as it is 
simultaneously transformed by the socially and culturally specific demands placed on it by diverse 
global constituencies of users” (p. 196). 
 
Thus the real significance of the Internet in a society must be evaluated in the context of the social 
consequences that may or may not be designed or expected by either the government or civil society; 
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social actualities, observable patterns and creative use of the Internet by members and groups of 
civil society are the important aspects to study in our effort to develop an appreciation of the impact 
of the Internet on civil society (Tai, 2006). Situated within the area of Internet studies, this thesis 
exactly aims to evaluate new media’s impact on Chinese civil society through the investigation of 
the social events occurring in this virtual space, the involved social actors’ behaviour patterns and 
their creative use of the emerging socially-oriented technologies. 
 
If the Internet is turned by online social forces to an interactive, relational space, then the current 
social networking sites (social media) have completed this shift from one of individual expression 
to that of community involvement, which is encapsulated with citizen engagement through dialogic 
communication and participatory actions (Mazali, 2011; Timothy, 2010).  
 
Bruns et al. (2010) argue that social media furnish platforms for the emergence of publics in 
post-Habermasian sense, and based on this proposition, the new empirical methods of social media 
can reach beyond the political blogosphere. Via social media platforms such as Twitter and 
YouTube, which contain interest-based communities and support both interpersonal communication 
and public discussion, the theoretical shift is also realised from “the public sphere” to “affective and 
emergent publics” (p. 9) . 
 
When protesters used Facebook or Twitter to mobilise people to resist dictator governments in 
Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, social media began to show their surprising power in changing the 
political and social landscapes of the world. Today, social media have become a new paradigm for 
communications, as well as a potential solution for governments to improve governance and 
transparency (Park et al., 2011). 
 
Shirky (2011b) observes that social media have become effective coordinating devices for most of 
today’s political movements worldwide; therefore, most of the authoritarian governments, and even 
increasing number of democratic ones, attempt to limit citizens’ access to them. However, empirical 
conclusions on the subject are hard to draw due to the novelty and rareness of relevant examples. 
The safest and most promising proposition should be that social media as long-term tools can 
strengthen civil society and public sphere, especially because they have “the most dramatic effects 
in states where a public sphere already constrains the actions of the government” (p. 30). 
 
Taking China as an example, since it entered the information age in the last few years of the 20th 
century, the Internet and its endlessly emerging derivants, such as forums, BBS, blogs, social media, 
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have been reshaping the Chinese public space significantly. Through a thorough study into the 
Chinese cyberspace, Tai (2006) identifies that the Internet has emerged as an emancipator and 
empowering tool for Chinese civil society and has opened new opportunities for the revitalisation of 
civil society forces. More specifically, the Internet has created a public sphere for Chinese netizens 
to engage in public debates on social and political issues. 
 
Correspondingly, the Chinese system has evolved from a pure filter of Internet traffic in the 1990s 
to a sophisticated scrutiniser. The Chinese authority occasionally shows some attentiveness toward 
online opinion, and displays varying levels of responsiveness to the outpouring of public sentiments 
in its policy making process (Tai, 2006). In the meantime, the state still maintains a formidable 
presence in the cyberspace, vigilantly monitoring citizens’ all online activities that may cause the 
danger of politically “synchronizing effect” (Shirky, 2011a).  
 
According to Shirky, the core of the freedom of Internet and speech is closely associated with a 
developing public sphere where public opinion relies on both media and public discussion. Such a 
public sphere is more likely to emerge in the society as a result of people’s dissatisfaction with 
economic matters or the day-to-day governance rather than from their embrace of abstract 
ideologies. So, the Chinese government is now facing more threat of being forced to reform by the 
forces of the public sphere, which mainly consists of a nascent middle class in the society, rather 
than by the forces of minority separatists. 
 
Today, when people discuss social media’s impact in China, in consideration of what had happened 
in Iran and Egypt, many of them focus on the possibility of using it to mobilise flocks of protesters 
to topple the regime, which he Chinese government has also been keeping alert to. But they ignores 
the fact that social media’s real potential lies in underpinning civil society and the public sphere, 
which would probably yield substantial social changes over decades (Shirky, 2011a; Crampton, 
2011).  
 
In China’s context, the long-existing intertwined relationship between the state and society has 
never made public sphere an independent or even oppositional existence against the regime. A 
wishful thinking of an outright Habermasian public sphere is just politically wrong within the 
context. One most desirable scenario is that social media can revitalise the Chinese public sphere 
and civil society, enable Chinese citizens to partake in a more rational-critical civil discourse and 
eventually accelerate the democratisation process in China.  
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Drawing on the development of new media, a series of exploratory studies on the most popular 
Chinese microblogging services-- Weibo, have been conducted by Chinese and non-Chinese 
scholars. Weibo has just come to prominence in recent years since its appearance in 2009, and it has 
provided a comparatively free and affective space for the public to access a variety of information 
sources and express themselves on a wide range of social issues. Its decentralised technological 
architecture has further promoted communication, circumvented the centralised political control 
over information flow and gradually constructed a virtual public sphere where Chinese citizens 
uphold civil discourse about public affairs and civil life (Kan, 2010; G. Yu, 2010; Tong, 2012).  
 
As such, Weibo is deemed to have profound socio-political implications for the Chinese civil 
society. More empirical studies are thus needed to address some of the most critical questions with 
regard to a Chinese online public sphere, such as the relation between the state and society, 
censorship and resistance. And the research paradigm, as repeatedly emphasised in this thesis, 
should seek an issue-based tradition of interpreting social phenomenon, rather than promoting 
abstract ideological debates.  
2.4 Civil society and public sphere study in China 
After the pro-democracy demonstration at Tiananmen Square on 4 June, 1989, the Chinese 
academia began to debate the prospect of civil society and public sphere in China. The material 
expression of these concepts varies with context, history and technology, and their Chinese notion 
and practice is certainly different from the ideal type of a Habermasian one. Suffice it to say, the 
states–society relationship has featured the landscape of Chinese civil society/public sphere 
throughout its historical development. 
 
Despite distinct origins of state formation and distinct cultures involved in the state formation in 
different regions of the world, the Western tradition of civil society can still be a useful notion in 
the analysis of state–society relations as long as there exists a social force independent from the 
state, which is usually fostered by a sufficient level of middle class. The economic growth and 
social development in many developing countries nowadays means there is little fundamental 
difference from developed states in terms of the state–society relations (C. Liu, 2004). 
 
As stated in section 2.2.2, nowadays the Euro-centric ideas like public sphere and civil society have 
developed theoretical values of transcendence to explicate social phenomena trans-culturally. 
Nevertheless, once these concepts are applied to look at a particular region, for example, China, 
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their validity has to be supported by empirical facts and experiences, and further be checked on how 
these same concepts take on various facets in different historical contexts. In light of the historical 
practice in modern China, it had the most fundamental but universal characteristics of a public 
sphere: an independent, rational public came to this space, debating about matters of common 
concern, and shaped public opinion. However, China is not a repetition or mere duplicate of 
European experience. We can find in Chinese historical and cultural traditions embedded these 
concepts’ indigenous resources: Confucian humanism thoughts, scholars and officials’ tradition of 
social critique, and so on, which makes China’s public sphere/ civil society take a distinct path of 
construction from the European cases. 
 
The Chinese language recognises the distinctions between public authorities, the general public and 
personal/private interests, with the corresponding terms guan (official), gong (public) and si 
(private). Also, there is an interesting resonance of linguistic use in the English words and their 
Chinese counterparts: “public” vs. “gong”, “private” vs. “si”, and “officialdom” vs. “guan”. 
However, there are no clear lines between them; as Woodside (1976) argues, “Confucian 
thought…did not acknowledge the power and influence of any abstract entity like ‘society’ separate 
from individual existences, even though it did believe in a general moral climate which could 
degenerate…” (p. 484). Moreover, these three realms, with reciprocity, synergy and symbiosis in 
between, rose and fell in different historical periods, yet always in an interwoven way. 
 
In the vanguard of most research on Chinese civil society and public sphere are American 
Sino-historians, such as R. Keith Schoppa, William T. Rowe, Mary B. Rankin, and David Strand. 
They have worked extensively and creatively on the Chinese state–society relationship and the 
description of the emergence of civil society and/or public sphere during the late imperial and early 
Republican periods of China (1790s–1920s). 
 
Schoppa is the first to use “civil society” theory to examine the role the elites played in affecting 
Chinese political life in late Qing Dynasty. By delving into the social backgrounds, public activities, 
careers, and decision-making of local and provincial elites in Zhejiang Province, Schoppa (1982) 
finds that the local elites infiltrated into state power through their wide participation in public duties, 
while the multiplying problems of government resulted in a general breakdown of public functions. 
 
Schoppa divides the counties of Zhejiang Province into four areas based on political and economic 
level and deliberately examines the change in the intellectual elites’ role in their mobility in a 
regional political network of “center-periphery”. The transference from official duties to private 
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organs, which Schoppa calls “political development”, occurred in this complex remoulding process 
of society. This process was constrained by a particular combination between individuals, systems 
and local political units, and was thus defined by the interdependence and complicated relations 
among the constituents. It was in this new context of politics, society and economy that the “public 
sphere” (Schoppa, 1982: 187) emerged from the significant development of autonomous 
organisations and interest groups and their interactive relations in the state–society binary 
framework. 
 
William T. Rowe, in his study of Hankou
3
 in the 18th and 19th centuries, concludes that in Hankou 
there developed a substantial de facto autonomy: there was no or little government intervention in 
business and much of the local administration was under the control of local gentries. As with 
similar conditions in early modern Europe, the society was transformed into an industrialised, 
self-governed, quasi-capitalist one, albeit limited and stagnant.  
 
Rowe (1984) argues that the socio-economic conditions during the late Qing period at least 
equipped urban China with some of the prerequisites for the emergence of a “civil society” on the 
European model. Economically, that society became quite commercialised and a new urban class 
developed from within. Socially, institutionalised organisations had been developed and the fiscal 
reforms began to deploy a special public budget for the public infrastructure. As for the legitimacy 
that underpins a sound civil society, the imperial legacy of “civil law” and nascent property rights 
guaranteed the urban non-governmental autonomy. Culturally, the expansion of publishing 
companies became a frontier of debates on political issues and influenced activists among the urban 
elite. A special civic culture came into vogue.  
 
Rowe’s review takes 1889 as an ending point, safely before the trends of western industrialisation 
and capitalism could influence China. Thus, Rowe can convincingly argue that Chinese society was 
not “listless awaiting the shock of foreign irritants against which to react or foreign models to 
emulate” (1984: 341). 
 
Mary B. Rankin studies an emerging “Chinese public sphere” in the 19th century. In her vital and 
major research on Zhejiang Province of 1865–1911, this coastal province south of Shanghai is 
                                               
3 Hankou was one of the three cities (the other two: Wuchang and Hanyang) whose merging formed modern-day Wuhan, the capital 
of Hubei Province in central China. It stands north of the Han and Yangtze Rivers where the Han falls into the Yangtze. During the 
Ming and Qing dynasties, it was an important port in China and was known as “Oriental Chicago”. The first modernization appeared 
here. After the Second Opium War (Britain and France’s invasion of China in 1856), Hankou gradually became colonial concessions 
from the UK, France, Russia, Germany and Japan. The German and Russian concessions were administered by the Chinese 
government after the First World War. The British left in 1927 and the French and Japanese left after the Second World War. 
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selected as evidence that the newly born strata of urban elites and gentry, who were initially 
involved in local activism, played an important role in forming a public sphere that functioned 
between si (private) and guan (official). Especially at times when China was confronted with 
domestic strife (e.g. famine) or foreign aggression (e.g. Sino-Japanese war), it was through the 
publicity of such a public sphere that social elites mobilised movements and initiated oppositional 
politics. This legacy challenged the rule of the late Qing and even became the fuse and key factor in 
the Revolution of 1911, which is widely known as the first bourgeois democratic revolution, 
according to Marxist epistemology (Rankin, 1986).  
 
However, in her other work, Rankin acknowledges that, divorced from a Habermasian public sphere, 
this elite-dominated Chinese public sphere was only at a local level (Naquin, Esherick, & Rankin, 
1993; Rankin, 1986, 1993). This public sphere went beyond the nationwide influence on state 
policies until the mid-19th century, when rebellions and uprisings arose frequently, accompanied by 
invasions of western powers, which had shaken the declining Empire. The society obtained greater 
autonomy, the common concerns of the local-based public sphere expanded to national affairs, and 
the conscious elites “temporarily had to take on functions that were previously exercised by the 
government” (X. Gu, 1993: 44). Henceforth, the public sphere broadened.  
 
Rankin also distinguishes the notion of the concepts of “civil society” and “public sphere” in 
China’s context from the Western use, arguing that before the 20th century, “the issue is not so 
much whether some of the same institutional patterns existed in China and the West, but whether 
the terms are flexible enough to be applied to the different state-societal relations of these two 
cultures” (1993: 159). She tends to use the terms as a general definition, and emphasizes “a state 
presence”, “a degree of social autonomy”, “some impact upon policy” and “legitimised common 
good” as the requirements for such a sphere. 
 
David Strand (1991) studied the emerging civil society in Beijing in the 1920s. He argues that, even 
under warlordism, the social and political life of Beijing was largely organised, as manifested by a 
variety of public activities in markets, theatres, worships, teahouses and restaurants. Informational 
gatherings of people with shared interests were quite pervasive, having remarkably raised the public 
awareness of issues. In professional associations, including the Beijing Chamber of Commerce, 
bankers’ associations and lawyers’ guilds, high-status figures such as the local gentry and 
politicians took over the right to hold public discussion and appeal to government over their 
common concerns.  
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However, the autonomy of such organisations was limited. Not only was the organising of unions, 
societies and associations imposed by restrictions and rules, but the public discussion and politics 
was also “bounded by convention and by law” and “heavily policed” (Strand, 1991: 171). 
Recognizing the politicization by official rule co-opting self-rule, Strand points out that the 
dependency on the state “was seldom absent from political thought and action in the late imperial 
era and never completely eliminated in the 20th century” (1990: 4). Such a Chinese public sphere 
apparently diverged from a European public sphere with a clear distinction between state and 
society. Yet, Strand still argues that this kind of combination had direct political consequences, for 
example, in the May Fourth Era, the most powerful claims were made in and through the 
association-based public sphere rather than individuals. 
 
During and after the Republican period, the civil society and/or public sphere weakened. This was 
mostly attributed to the absence of “an accountable national state”, which could provide a 
reasonably stable environment necessary for the development of civil organisations. And such a 
situation resulted from years of warlordism (1916–1927), the Sino-Japanese war (1937–1945) and 
civil war between Chinese Communist Party and Kuomintang (KMT) (1927–1949). Mass 
demonstrations occurred quite regularly, but from Rankin’s point of view, they bought into the 
weakness of civil society because they “might shake governments, but they could not create 
continuing limitations on state power”, and also, mass politics produced no lasting political 
consortium (Rankin, 1993: 170-171). 
 
After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, a one-party-rule regime was established 
under Mao Zedong, who as a follower and innovator of Marxism and Leninism, placed a great 
emphasis on “class struggle”, “revolution” and “dialectic”, and contextualised these terms into a 
Chinese socio-cultural ecosystem (W. A. Joseph, 2010; McDonald, 2011). Under his dictatorship, 
state power—or to put it more precisely, the Party power—began to permeate into the fields of 
economy, politics and social life, and “[t]he essentializing of despotic power in the leader and the 
state resulted in a bracketing of the political sphere (which has power) from the social sphere 
(which is devoid of power)” (M. M.-h. Yang, 1988: 409). 
 
The “state-ification”, to use Habermas’s term, of the public sphere occurred in this era, as a result of 
the pervasive intrusion of the state and the shrinking of civil society. When the state was “fused” 
with and dissolved into society, the power became “social power” (M. M.-h. Yang, 1988, p. 27). Q. 
Liu and McCormick (2011) refer to a public sphere in Mao’s China as a “monopolistic” type, in 
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which the participation of individuals can be best described as “active unfreedom” (p. 118). This 
means, people were brainwashed and indoctrinated by the supreme discourse. 
 
Chamberlain (1993) asserts that a public sphere in Mao’s China was unlikely to be tenable because 
of the absence of a sound civil society. Yet, Chamberlain makes allowance for the possibility of a 
civil society. Though the state “intrudes rudely and violently” into people’s lives, it was precisely 
an emancipation from the “constrains of traditional family and social bonds”, in which may 
germinate an emerging of civil society; the role of the state, whether in boosting or hindering such a 
civil society, is “exceedingly difficult to judge” (p. 210). 
 
On this controversial issue, we may be informed by Charles Taylor’s (1990) descriptive terms: 
“minimal” and “strong”. In the minimal sense, there exists civil society where free associations are 
established under the tutelage of state power; in the strong sense, civil society only exists where 
society as a whole can structure itself and coordinate its actions through associations that are free of 
state tutelage. If there did exist a public sphere in Mao’s era, as it is argued in this thesis, such a 
public sphere should at least be viewed as minimal, in order to reveal a much stronger one that 
would emerge dramatically in 1980s. 
 
After initiating the national policy of reform and opening up, the Communist Party of China 
continued to institutionalise its governance with a limited but observable impetus for a more open 
political system and socio-economic life. As E. J. Perry (2007) speculates that “[a]dvanced 
economic development may indeed demand new political arrangements that afford far greater 
autonomy to legal institutions and civil society” (p. 22), China cannot sustain and proceed a 
full-speed economic development along an outmoded political trajectory. One of the consequences 
of such a political transformation is the “re-emerging”, as termed by some scholars, of a stronger 
civil society, or a more dynamic public sphere. 
 
Based on a case study conducted in a collective-owned printing factory in Beijing, Mayfair Mei-hui 
Yang (1989) suggests that with the climate of reforms, a stronger civil society was emerging, 
working against the greater corporate entities, though unlike Polish Solidarity, which defined a 
public sphere of pluralistic associations separate from and parallel to the state. This also resonates 
with what she attempts to suggest at the beginning of the study: the re-emerging Chinese civil 
society is mostly in the form of a realm of non-state economic groups. 
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Solinger (1992) makes an observation on the new institutions emerging in the 1980s and finds 
different forms of symbiosis between officials and entrepreneurs. As a result, the bureaucrats gained 
more opportunities to abuse and snatch state resources to build the economy. He calls this a “merger” 
between state and society, and it is likely to create greater social autonomy but not necessarily an 
independent and institutionalised social sphere vis-à-vis the state. 
 
Madsen (1993) suggests a research agenda focused on a renewed civil society and a developing 
democratic public sphere. In the Reform Era from 1978, various autonomous, or at least partially 
autonomous, groups, such as commercial associations, professional associations, clan associations, 
labour unions, religious congregations and ethnic communities, were revived or arose, which 
weakened the state control over the population and seemed to lead toward a modern democratic 
public sphere, based on different endogenous resources to the western-style liberalism.  
 
In this era, unsurprisingly, the transitional economy widened the gap between the rich and the poor. 
The transforming but deep-rooted political system became a hotbed for corruption. Students, 
workers, and intellectuals with increasing democratic awareness were much inspired by the western 
liberal ideas and encouraged compatriots to take initiative to express their opinions and petition for 
their interests (Wasserstrom, 1993). All this triggered the democracy movement in 1989. As 
McCormick et al. (1992) argue, the 1989 Chinese Democracy Movement should be best understood 
as “the expression of a fundament conflict between a state with totalitarian intensions and an 
emerging civil society” (p. 182).  
 
The 1989 democracy movement is an “undeniable watershed” (Kelly & He, 1992: 32) in Chinese 
civil society and public sphere studies which had never been discussed in China before the event. 
As Strand (1990) argues, the civil society and public sphere in pre-1949 period, as well as in 
contemporary China have two main characteristics. On one hand, they “made possible a lively, 
pluralistic politics that periodically subjected officials and regimes to democratic...pressures” (p. 
55); on the other, they mostly seek a tradition of movements instead of institutions (E. J. Perry & 
Fuller, 1991; Strand, 1990; L. R. Sullivan, 1990). And since then, a clear shift in China’s civil 
society and public sphere has been observed from a “mass” sense to a “citizen” sense and from 
what is called a “monopolistic” one to a “pluralistic” one. 
 
The fall of Soviet communism in Eastern Europe declared the triumph of civil opposition over the 
authoritarian state, whereas in the other case, the 1989 Chinese citizens’ movement led to retreat of 
the society and reaffirmation of the state power (Brook & Frolic, 1997). Yet, due to the 
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commercialisation of every field of the society, especially in media, there is a structural change in 
the discourse of the Party-state. As the vast volume of information and media content makes close 
control and supervision increasingly difficult, the government is more inclined to rely on indirect 
regulation of market access and spin doctors, and to allow more societal autonomy. The 
Party-state’s invisible hands still function and sometimes keep some ideologies out of the public 
sphere, but citizens can still choose among varieties of topics, ideas, and values. In particular, since 
China opened access to World Wide Web, the government has been decreasingly likely to decide 
what people can actually read and watch (Q. Liu & McCormick, 2011). 
 
The civil society and public sphere in this era was entering more of a “two-phase development”, as 
suggested by Deng and Jing (1992). In the first phase of formation, while the state was pushing 
forward a top-down reform by accelerating a proactive and gradual retreat from society and 
providing it with a legitimate active space through institutionalised legal protection, the social 
members theoretically could make the most out of the favourable conditions and opportunities to 
push forward a bottom-up building of a conscious and rational civil society. In the second phase of 
maturation, upon self-development and self-improvement, social members gradually enter the 
public sphere, participating in state decision-making to avail positive interaction with the state. 
 
Unlike the Western discourse, which often describes the relation between civil society and state as 
confronting and conflicting, this paradigm stresses a positive interaction between the two in 
achieving mutual appreciation, stability and democratisation. This accords with the “mutual 
embeddedness” of state and society in Chinese history, and under most circumstances, both 
“socialisation of state” and “nationalisation of society” could be seen (Deng, 2011). Aiming to 
construct a robust Chinese civil society with such a dual structure, this “positive interaction thesis” 
has become one of the most influential formulations on the subject in Chinese academia. 
 
As the current Chinese state has become a collective of government bodies with tremendous 
internal variations, the Chinese state-society relations have consequently manifested an intricate 
landscape with multifaceted dynamics of change under different circumstances. Thus either of the 
aforementioned relational models cannot comprehensively illuminate the full picture of the 
phenomenon. The existing studies of Chinese civil society and public sphere also fall short of an 
integration of the old models developed before the new media appeared and the new models 
conceptualised afterwards. Situated in a position of connecting the past and the present, this thesis 
attempts to incorporate the quintessence of the existing theories, and extend it to study new social 
phenomenon and problems in a networked environment. That is to say, the thesis uses new 
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perspectives- social media discourse as per the thesis, to research an old problem- the Chinese 
state-society relations within the public sphere theoretical framework. 
 
To this end, the thesis proposes three interactional modes of Chinese state-society relations for 
further testification by three case studies in Chapter 4, 5, and 6 respectively. The description is 
provided in next section for each of the proposed modes.  
2.5 The proposition of interactional modes of state-society relations 
According to the definition of the Department for International Development (DFID), state–society 
relations are: 
…interactions between state institutions and societal groups to negotiate how 
public authority is exercised and how it can be influenced by people. 
State–society relations can be peaceful or contested (and at times, violent). They 
are focused on issues such as defining the mutual rights and obligations of state 
and society, negotiating how public resources should be allocated and 
establishing different modes of representation and accountability. (2010: 15) 
The focus of state–society relations is not on particular institutional forms, but rather, on the 
relations and relational functions of state and society institutions. Neither the state nor civil society 
is acting in isolation as the state derives its legitimacy through its interaction with citizens and an 
organised, active civil society, even though in a healthy democracy they tend to maintain their 
autonomy and independence from each other. The nature of the political settlement can greatly 
impact on the state–society relations, as exemplified by the case of China, where the state and 
society have been intertwined and dependent on each other since the very beginning. In some 
situations, citizens may be excluded from public life through state repression and violence, which 
results in a legacy of negative and weak state–society relations. Thus, efforts to promote an 
inclusive political settlement can reshape the relations and contribute to political and social 
transformation (Haider, 2011). 
 
Over decades, a number of models have been proposed to describe state–society relations with no 
consensus emerging yet. Most of them expound the relations from the perspective of macroscopic 
politics and economics, such as the most circulated “democratisation” and “civil society” models, 
clientelism and neo-traditionalism, and corporatism and East Asian “statism” (Pearson, 1997). 
Drawing from the afore-reviewed literatures, this thesis, instead examines the relations on the micro 
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level, namely, the discursive practices in the social media public sphere, and proposes that the 
relations between the state and civil society take on an outlook of either “confrontation”, “positive 
interaction”, or “negotiation”, and the formation process of each mode varies from case to case. 
Moreover, these modes appeared in combination, rather than existing alone in certain issues. And 
the interactional mode was not fixed and static, but rather, in constant motion of changing as the 
issue per se evolved over time. 
 
Before proceeding to look at each interactional mode, it is worth noting again that while this thesis 
agrees with the notion of civil society by definition as a domain independent from the state, the state 
and civil society should be viewed as relational entities, which cannot be understood in isolation, 
and the nature of their relationship “must be assessed empirically rather than presumed on the basis 
of theory” (Schwartz, 2003: 28). In this thesis, three case studies are conducted to achieve this goal, 
with the reference to the analytical methods proposed in next chapter. 
 
Confrontation 
 
The modern conception of civil society is on the basis of the assumption of inveterate opposition 
between the state and civil society. Disregarding criticism about its dichotomous stance and bias 
against the state, the reasonable aspects of this assumption lie in its recognition of civil society’s 
role as a monitoring and counter-balancing mechanism of state power. Under the Chinese 
authoritarian system, civil society remains insufficiently developed and its space often squeezed by 
the state to maintain a “full spectrum” one-party rule and its uniform ideology. Especially when 
sensitive political issues are involved and civil society attempts to challenge the power, the state 
would, without hesitation, implement restrictive measures such as repression and censorship to 
confine civil society into a manageable scale. The state and civil society relationship is usually in a 
state of confrontation. 
 
Positive interaction 
 
In recent years, a new collaborative model of state and civil society has come up as expanding 
beyond the confrontation between the two, to overcome some social problems. This perspective is 
more aligned with the welfare view of civil society, which does not aim to pose a challenge to the 
state, but rather, to collaborate with the state to carry out its function (James, 2007). Empirical 
evidence suggests that civil society in Asia is often originally state-led and the state has played a 
pivotal role in establishing civil society (Schak & Hudson, 2003). Despite its power to contain civil 
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society, sometimes the state itself concedes space to civil society groups in order to preserve its 
legitimacy and pursue its own goals (Chua, 2003). As indicated in this chapter, the studies on civil 
society in China, for instance, sufficiently prove that civil society is not necessarily a realm in 
opposition to the state; instead, it interacts, coordinates and cooperates with the state in many cases. 
 
Negotiation 
 
According to Firth (1995), negotiation, as an activity of social decision-making can be defined as “a 
communicative attempt to accommodate potential or real differences in interests in order to make 
mutually acceptable decisions on substantive matters” (pp. 6-7). When there is negotiation about a 
topic, then, as is the case with conflicts that have at least two parties, they try to reach an agreement 
on matters of mutual interest (Herbig & Gulbro, 1997). When it comes to the state–society relation, 
while the state appears to exert extensive formal control, social organisations have undergone a 
process of negotiating with the state that maximise their own interests or even evade the state 
control. The capacity of social organisations to negotiate more beneficial relations with the state 
derives from two main factors: the declining state capacity to implement policy consistently and the 
strategies that the social organisations use to circumvent control or turn the state sponsorship more 
to their advantage (Saich, 2000). The term “negotiation” here can be generally understood as “a 
bargaining process during which each party of the game has to more or less consider other players’ 
interests and possible reaction before making its own decision” (C. Huang, 2007: 405).  
 
These three interactional modes of state-society relations are about to be applied to three case 
studies to testify their validity and reliability in explicating the intricate relationship between the 
state and society in online issue publics, ideally with the reference to the research design and 
analytical methods that will be explained in more detail in next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 Research Design and Methodology 
This chapter demonstrates the research design and methodology of the thesis. Specifically, the 
process of data sampling, collection and translation is explained in detail. To further analyse the 
data processed through all necessary steps, the methods for data analysis are elaborated. In this 
chapter, a set of analytical procedures that can guide the operationalisation of the methods is also 
developed. 
3.1 Data sampling, collection and translation 
Qualitative research typically involves smaller size samples. Qualitative researchers do not study 
variables but cases that are information rich and information specific. As quite often happens, the 
researchers do not sample people but events, experiences, or incidents (Ayres, 2007; Byrne, 2001; 
Sandelowski, 1996). The goal of both sampling and data collection is to “develop a data set that 
captures the phenomenon at the level of complexity appropriate for the design while at the same 
time keeping the study feasible in its use of resources” (Ayres, 2007: 242). 
 
In this thesis, the data mainly come from the microblog content that is posted by Weibo users and 
closely associated with a specific event or hotspot issue. The corpus of media texts is obtained by 
purposive sampling instead of random sampling. In some cases, it consists of both weibo posts and 
news articles about particular communicative events on Sina Weibo. And for this thesis, three types 
of social issues on politics, environment and religion respectively are selected on account of their 
typicality and relevance to the research’s academic inquiry.  
 
In this thesis, the units of text concerned are those weibo posts containing relevant information 
about examined events, but excluding the textual units that do not possess this information. 
Therefore, the sampling technique used here is relevant sampling, which is not meant to be 
representative of a whole population of texts as well as users. Relevant sampling, also called 
“purposive sampling” (Krippendorff, 2013, p. 120; Lacy, Riffe, & Fico, 1998, p. 86), often defined 
by the analytical problem at hand, aims to select textual units that contribute to answering given 
research questions; analysts using this form of sampling usually proceed by following a conceptual 
hierarchy and systematically lowering the number of data units that need considering for an analysis 
(Krippendorff, 2013). In social media measurement, this approach, described as culling, is often 
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realised by creating keyword profiles that select any texts matching the keyword logic verbatim, 
and dividing the data into subsets to find the texts of interest to the researcher (Angel, 2011). 
 
Archival records of microblog posts about one particular issue were obtained from Weibo, along 
with real-time observation of the events’ evolving process. This is the core component of the whole 
data set. Three aspects must be taken into consideration during sampling: 
 The selected event/topic should be typical and considerable to the research; 
 The key terms or words in the issue-based microblog posts should be recognizable and 
traceable; 
 There should be a time duration and quantitative scale for the microblog posts. 
 
As the social context and details of a specific event are also indispensable to a better understanding 
of the issue, a variety of media resources are utilised in the case studies, such as newspaper reports, 
journal articles, or video clips that are tightly reflective of the event. Even if the final results do not 
necessarily manifest this kind of information literally, one should acknowledge that the ideas are 
inspired from such resources and may affect the sampling approach in an indirect way. 
 
Through the crossover analysis with other media resources, we can clearly see whether the ups and 
downs in Weibo are well matched with the trend of events in the real world. Despite the ubiquitous 
censorship, Weibo still can find way to transmit key information of events, even when all other 
sources become inaccessible. People’s concerns and discussions in this online sphere can generally 
reflect the offline social problems and real-life struggles. Most importantly of all, Weibo provides a 
relatively open space for the formation of public opinion that may affect the mainstream media’s 
practices, and even government’s political policies.  
 
In this thesis, a large volume of microblog posts were collected through web crawling and 
microblog scraping. A database of microblog posts is created. This is realised mainly through the 
use of the built-in advanced search function of Weibo. It can automatically process and list the posts 
according to the key words defined, the time interval, geographical location, or in their combination 
(see Figure 3.1).  
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Figure 3.1 Weibo Advanced Search 
 
Sina Weibo, the Chinese microblogging platform that this study examines, does not open its 
Application Programming Interface (API) for batch access to all related microblog posts in a global 
scale at this stage, so all microblogs were collected manually. Also due to the daily limited access to 
Sina Weibo’s original database (no more than 1,000 posts), the study employs a smaller dataset 
rather than a “big data” type unit, and attempts to explore the tracked event in greater detail. A 
smaller dataset is valid here because this case study focuses on the content of public discourse and 
the meaning of related texts; if the focus was merely on the structure of this social network, made 
up of individuals or organisations, a big data analysis would better serve the end. Moreover, a 
smaller dataset can be easily processed to provide a more interpretative exploration of some details 
of the event. 
 
Data collecting should involve, but is not limited to, the following tasks: 
 Define key terms, concepts, words or their combination. 
 Define time interval, duration: 
 Collect all related posts chronologically in a specific time period, or 
 Focus on related posts released during a spike, or 
 Select the most forwarded/ commented posts over a period of time. 
 Collect data from all available sources. This may include but not limited to: 
 Chinese microblogging platform. In this thesis, it specifies Sina Weibo. 
 Mainstream domestic and overseas media articles are obtained from Factiva 
(www.factiva.com). Factiva offers a premier collection of the world's top media outlets, 
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trade and consumer publications, and thousands of websites—more than 35,000 global 
news and information sources from 200 countries in 26 languages.  
 Other Chinese social media sites such as Tencent Weibo may also be referred to as a 
supplementary data source.  
 
The metadata gained from the above-mentioned resources are mostly in Mandarin. However, the 
text-analytics software employed in this thesis is not compatible with Chinese language, so the first 
step should be primary data processing by translating or transcribing the content into English.  
 
Since the qualitative design in this thesis emphasizes the understanding of social phenomenon 
through participant observation, content analysis and discourse analysis, contextual and subjective 
accuracy should be stressed over other details. As a result, recognition and abstraction of concepts 
outweigh the translation precision. Considering the samples in this thesis consist of thousands of 
microblog posts, Google Translate was used for the Chinese-to-English translation. 
 
Google Translate is one of the state-of-the-art machine translation systems at the present day. It 
involves a process of detecting patterns in documents that have already been translated by human 
translators and making intelligent guesses as to what an appropriate translation should be. Based on 
both monolingual text in the target language and aligned text consisting of examples of human 
translations between the languages, it applies statistical learning techniques to build a translation 
model (Quigley, 2010). 
 
However, Chinese is an ideographic language. Words are classified into parts of speech, and one 
single word may simultaneously have several various properties (e.g. verb, noun, prefix, and suffix). 
As a result, the parts of speech lack sensitivity if a word is divided from a whole sentence or context, 
and different combination of parts of speech may vary greatly, whereby the dividing of these parts 
is vital in understanding the whole speech. In order to guarantee the validity of this method, the 
researcher first conducted a test to examine whether the direct translation of Chinese metadata 
would affect the recognizability of key concepts in the target text. 
 
The test sample contains 200 Weibo posts. They were randomly collected from Sina Weibo using 
“#Chunyun#” (Transportation during Spring Festival) as key word in a time frame from 28 
December, 2011 to 17 January, 2012. Two different processing approaches were applied to the 
sample: one used a combination of the Chinese processing tool and Google Translate and the other 
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used Google Translate solely without any pre-processing. The resulting two texts were then 
processed by a text-analytics software called Leximancer. It turns out that there is minimal 
difference in terms of the amount and weight of main concepts and themes. The result also implies 
that the more posts the sample contains, the smaller the distinction between the concept maps of the 
two texts. For the sake of convenience and discoursal integrity, this thesis employs the latter 
approach for data translation. 
3.2 Data analysis 
This thesis examines how Weibo provides a platform to facilitate public opinion as the function of 
public discourse in an urban public sphere. To concretise this question, there are four sub-questions 
to be further investigated: What are the main concerns when people talk about one particular issue 
on Weibo? What is the relationship between the agents involved in the civil discourse? How does 
the online discoursal practice inform this relationship? And what are the implications to the 
state–society relation in contemporary China? 
 
In the following sections, first, the fundamental principles of methods employed in this thesis are 
introduced. Then, a description of the methods used to answer the research questions is provided.  
  
This thesis carries out three case studies on various social issues and analyses the empirical data 
from a discoursal perspective. The analysis primarily adopts qualitative approaches to analyse large 
numbers of Weibo posts, with necessary description of social background and context fleshed out 
through participant observation and supplementary data sources from diverse channels. 
 
Case studies are intensive analyses of a bounded unit of some type (a person, group or event), 
stressing developmental factors in relation to context (Flyvbjerg, 2011). Rather than using samples 
and following a rigid protocol to examine limited number of variables, case study methods involve 
an in-depth, longitudinal examination of a single instance or event, namely a case. They provide a 
systematic way of looking at events, collecting data, analysing information, and reporting the results. 
As a result, the researcher comes to understand why the instance happened as it did, and what may 
become important to look at more extensively in future research (Flyvbjerg, 2006, 2011). 
 
Due to the large volume of data and the need to distinguish the signal from the noise in using the 
new social media analytics tools, the case study approach is a necessary approach and appropriate 
when investigators either desire or are forced by circumstances to define research topics broadly 
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and not narrowly, to discover architectural or complex multivariate conditions and not just isolated 
variables, and to rely on multiple and not singular sources of evidence. In this thesis, for example, 
case studies focus on social events that occur on Weibo and are discussed or debated in the online 
issue publics. These issues are intrinsically of a broad range, yielded under complex conditions and 
involved in multifarious social agents with multiple input channels. The three case studies are thus 
purposively chosen as they are representative enough to examine the thesis’s proposition on the 
varied modes of contemporary state-society relations in China.  
 
Also, as an active user of the social media under study and participant in the public discourse about 
these issues, the researcher finds it convenient and advantaged to get a better understanding of the 
social phenomenon as well as access the resources and data required to carry out the research. 
These three cases are chosen because for a period of time they had provoked a remarkably wide 
civil engagement in the public discussion about particular social issues; they grappled with part and 
parcel to China’s socio-political urgencies and thus provide a gateway to crystallise the nebulous 
and ever-changing conceptulisation of public sphere and civil society. 
 
There are a broad range of existing techniques for analysing contemporary and historical media 
discourse, including content analysis, critical discourse analysis, conversation analysis, 
ethnomethodology, cultural studies, rhetorical and ideological analysis, multi-modal methods, and 
social theory (Richardson & Burridge, 2008). These approaches tend to rely on processes of manual 
iterative coding according to their fundamental epistemic principles.  
 
The following section outlines and discusses the analytical methods employed in this thesis, which 
combine content analysis and discourse-analytical approaches to acquire a comprehensive 
interpretation and understanding of the civil discourse in three communicative events on Sina 
Weibo. It also reflects how such civil discourse, as the self-expression of people in lifeworld, 
articulates their identity and concern, fostering dialogue between and among various social and 
political actors of Chinese civil society, and thereby facilitating the (re)constructing process of an 
online public sphere. 
3.2.1 Content analysis 
Content analysis is a method in the social sciences for studying the content of those types of 
empirical documentation that is written texts and artefacts. Tipaldo (2014) defines content analysis 
as “a wide and heterogeneous set of manual or computer-assisted techniques for contextualised 
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interpretations of documents produced by communication processes strictiore sensu (any kind of 
text, written, iconic, multimedia, etc.) or signification processes (traces and artefacts), having as an 
ultimate goal the production of valid and trustworthy inferences” (p. 42). The core questions of 
content analysis can be briefly put as “who says what, to whom, why, to what extent and with what 
effect” (Lasswell, 1948). Content analysis is also perceived to make inferences by systematically 
identifying specified characteristics of messages. 
 
Holsti (1969) groups 15 uses of content analysis into three basic categories (see Table 3.1): 
 Make inferences about the antecedents of a communication 
 Describe and make inferences about the characteristics of a communication 
 Make inferences about the effects of a communication 
Table 3.1 Uses of content analysis in this research (Purpose, communication element and question from Holsti (1969)) 
Uses of Content Analysis by Purpose, Communication Element, and Question (5W+1H) 
Purpose Element Question Use in this thesis 
Make inferences about 
the antecedents of 
communications 
Source Who? 
Social media users: individuals, opinion leaders, 
institutions, and organisations, et cetera. 
Encoding 
process 
Why? 
Analyse traits of individuals; infer socio-cultural aspects 
and change; provide legal and evaluative evidence 
Describe and make 
inferences about the 
characteristics of 
communications 
Channel How? 
Analyse techniques of persuasion, discursive strategies; 
Analyse style 
Message What? 
Describe topics and trends in communication content; 
relate known characteristics of sources to messages they 
produce; compare communication content  
Recipient To whom? 
Relate known characteristics of audiences to messages 
produced for them; describe patterns of communication 
Make inferences about 
the consequences of 
communications 
Decoding 
process 
With what 
effect? 
Analyse the flow of information; assess responses to 
communications 
 
According to Krippendorff (2013), in every content analysis six questions should be addressed:  
1. Which data are analysed? 
2. How are they defined?  
3. What is the population from which they are drawn?  
4. What is the context relative to which the data are analysed?  
5. What are the boundaries of the analysis?  
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6. What is the target of the inferences?  
 
His assumption is that words and phrases mentioned most often reflect important concerns in a 
communication. His approach, thus more of a quantitative one, starts with word frequencies, space 
measurements, time counts and keyword frequencies.  
 
Due to the fact that content analysis can be applied to examine any piece of writing or occurrence of 
recorded communication, it has a long history of being used in fields related to human 
communication. These include, for example, marketing and media studies, literature and rhetoric, 
ethnography and cultural studies, gender and age sociology and political science, psychology and 
cognitive science. Additionally, content analysis reflects a close relationship with socio- and 
psycho-linguistics, and is playing an integral role in the development of artificial intelligence. The 
possibilities for the uses of content analysis (adapted from Berelson, 1952) include, but are not 
limited to:  
 revealing international differences in communication content 
 detecting the existence of propaganda 
 identifying the intentions, focus or communication trends of an individual, group or 
institution 
 describing attitudinal and behavioural responses to communications 
 determining psychological or emotional state of persons or groups. 
 
Content analysis can be operated both quantitatively and qualitatively. It extends far beyond plain 
word counts to examining language intensely for the purpose of classifying large amounts of text 
into an efficient number of categories that represent particular social meanings explicitly embedded 
in or implicitly inferred from a communication. That is to say, qualitative content analysis focuses 
on the characteristics of language as communication with attention to the content or contextual 
meaning of the text. The goal of qualitative content analysis is to provide knowledge and 
understanding of a phenomenon under study. 
 
In this thesis, both approaches are used. Through a systematic classification process of coding and 
identifying themes or patterns assisted by text-analytics software, a subjective interpretation of the 
content of the text data is attempted to make implications or inferences on the social phenomenon 
concerned. Specifically, the text-analytics software Leximancer is employed to identify the main 
themes and communicative patterns of the transcribed microblog posts. 
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Leximancer is text-analytics software that can be used to analyse the content of collections of 
textual documents, and to visually display the extracted information. The information is displayed 
by means of a conceptual map that provides an overview of the material, representing the main 
concepts contained within the text and how they are related (New Leximancer White Paper, 2010).  
 
As a method for transforming lexical co-occurrence information from natural language into 
semantic patterns in an unsupervised manner, the Leximancer system involves two states of 
co-occurrence information extraction, semantic and relational, each of which uses a different 
algorithm that is statistical, but employs nonlinear dynamics and machine learning (Smith & 
Humphreys, 2006). 
 
Leximancer has been used in research in various fields. It has been applied in business studies (C. 
Campbell et al., 2011; Cretchley et al., 2010; Dann, 2010; Liesch et al., 2011), in medical areas 
(Hewett et al., 2009; Watson, Smith, & Watter, 2005), psychological research (Rooney, Gallois, & 
Cretchley, 2010) and media and cultural studies (Hansson, Carey & Kjartansson, 2010; Isakhan, 
2005; Wilson, 2010). It was also technically used to examine opinion polls (McKenna & Waddell, 
2007), evaluate accident reports (Grech, Horberry, & Smith, 2002), and to analyse interview data 
obtained from industry (Loosemore & Galea, 2008). 
 
Leximancer has been increasingly applied to various research domains, and proven to be an 
effective tool for content analysis. However, the empirical work on its application to microblogging 
studies is still scarce, not to mention its usage in the study of microblogging in China. This is in part 
because of the software’s incompatibility with the Chinese language and in part because of the 
lock-step conformism of methods for new media study in Chinese academia. In this thesis, 
Leximancer was applied for the first time to Chinese microblog analysis to investigate and assess 
the dynamic of online conversations and to seek insights into the interconnectedness between the 
concepts discussed in online communicative events. 
 
Leximancer has been proved useful in extracting key concepts and themes, and counting their 
frequency based on a large amount of microblogs occurring over time, which can indicate the 
topical trend manifested through Weibo users’ continuing discussion about a particular event. 
However, the dynamic at micro level, or in other words, the microbloggers’ discursive 
characteristics, their thinking in verbal form and their relations to other users, still requires further 
examination. To this end, discourse-analytical approaches are employed in this thesis to analyse 
specific discourse practices among particular groups of people. 
69 
 
3.2.2 Discourse analysis 
In this thesis, a discourse is defined as a set of meanings and social practices through which a group 
of people communicates about a particular topic. Discourse analysis was adopted as an analytical 
method to examine a set of selected social media texts reporting on the content of civil discourse in 
three social events, in particular, pertaining to the socio-cultural practices in Chinese civil society. 
The social media discourse is of the researcher’s particular interest, not only because it is a rich 
source of readily accessible data for research, but also because it can reflect and influence the 
formation and discourse practices of politics, culture and social life in a civil society. Therefore, the 
analysis of such discourse ought to reveal the social action shaped in a particular context through 
people’s discursive participation in different domains of social life.  
 
Discourse analysis has been used as a research methodology in a variety of disciplines to 
understand a wide range of texts including natural speech, professional documentation, political 
rhetoric, interview or focus group material, Internet communication, journals and media. In the 
more socio-culturally oriented areas such as media studies and cultural studies, discourse is 
considered primarily in relation to social contexts of language use, while in linguistics discourse 
tends to focus more on language and its use (Bell & Garrett, 1998). Among a variety of 
discourse-analytical approaches, Fairclough’s approach straddles both linguistic analysis and 
context analysis. His approach not only includes detailed attention to language and texture, but also 
aims to be mapped on to analysis of the institutional and wider socio-cultural context of media 
practices. So examining the media discourse should be recognized as an important element within 
research on the contemporary process of social and cultural change. 
 
To distinguish itself from socio-linguistic approach to studying media discourse, however, this 
thesis is primarily focused on the “macro” aspects of a discourse, which means the external social 
practices acting on or relating to the discourse, and how the discourse exerts influence, if any, on 
the social phenomenon under study. If the socio-linguistic approaches can be viewed as looking 
inward at texts to reveal the linguistic and discoursal nature of a social practice, then the 
discourse-analytic approach employed by this thesis is doing otherwise by looking at how the social 
context is projected in civil discourse and what further social implications may be inferred from the 
interaction between the two. 
 
In regard to analysing the societal dimension of media discourse, Halliday (1985) conceptualises a 
framework covering the “field” (i.e. what is happening), “tenor” (i.e. who is taking part) and “mode” 
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(i.e. rhetorical modes) to realise the systematic relationship between the environment and the 
functional organisation of language. Van Dijk (2009) concretises the issue into the analysis of social 
situations (with action and actors as two categories) and societal structures such as institutional 
framework. Fairclough (1995) finds it useful to distinguish the situational, institutional and societal 
level of socio-cultural practice, including the special social goings-on that the discourse is part of, 
the institutional framework that it occurs within and its wider societal matrix. Van Leeuwen 
suggests the primary elements of a social practice: its participants, their activities, the 
circumstances such as the time and place of the activities, the tools and dress prescribed by the 
eligibility criteria for participation, performance indicators for activities and reactions of 
participants to each other (cited in Fairclough 1995: 114-115). 
 
Interestingly, one may observe that among the social elements to be examined by the 
aforementioned traditional discourse theorists, there is a remarkable coincidence with the “5W&1H” 
elements defined by Holsti in content analysis, albeit in different terms. They all point out the most 
relevant constituents of a civil discourse-based civil society: social actors that initiate or engage in 
civil discourse; particular objects (topics) addressed; discursive strategies that facilitate the 
discussion; social context that gives rise to an issue; and the effect that the discourse may in return 
exert on social context (see Table 3.2). 
 
Table 3.2 Uses of discourse analysis in this thesis 
Uses of Discourse Analysis by Dimension, Communication Element, and Role 
Dimension Element Role 
Research focus in 
this thesis 
Text 
Linguistic features such as 
vocabulary, grammar, 
semantics, sound system, 
cohesion-organisation, etc. 
Representation: representations and 
re-contextualisation of social practice 
Social actors, objects 
Relations: construction of the relationship 
between writer and reader 
Identities: construction of the identities of the 
writer and reader 
Discourse 
practice 
Institutional process 
Analyse the institutional factors (e.g. editorial 
procedures) that influence text production 
Social context, 
objects, discursive 
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Discourse process 
Analyse the intertextuality that defines the 
borderline between text and discourse 
practice; look at text from perspective of 
discourse practice and the traces of the 
discourse practice in the text 
strategies 
Social 
practice 
Economic aspect Access to media, economy of media 
Social context, 
possible social effect Political aspect Power and ideology of media 
Cultural aspect Issues of values 
 
Based on these approaches, the following section elaborates how the social media data in this thesis 
is going to be investigated in order to address the research questions. 
3.2.3 Analytical procedures 
In this thesis, mixed methods that combine content analysis and discourse-analytical approaches are 
adopted. Since there is no single unitary approach and no clear consensus as to how to analyse 
media texts (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002), media discourse analysis is just problem-oriented and not 
dogmatically related to the one or other theory or methodology. Thus, in this research, there is a 
rationale to draw on different authors and their approaches that have contributed to the field of 
discourse analysis of media texts, such as Holsti (1969), Krippendorff (2013), Fairclough (1995), 
Carvalho (2000) and others. 
 
In his discussion to technological developments in agrarian societies, Perdue (1994) proposes an 
“equilibrium analysis” approach in which he argues that “[t]he interrelationship of all the elements, 
rather than any single one, determines the whole” (188). The approach can be well taken for 
Internet researchers in that contextual accounts that integrate technological, social, political and 
cultural factors that can lead us to a better understanding of key issues. A full-dimensional view into 
the interplay of public sphere/ civil society and the new media in China can yield a more accurate 
picture for us to understand the research topic. 
 
Accordingly, the researcher lay out five dimensions that need closer examination in the analysis of 
social media discourse: social actors, topics, discursive strategies (e.g. resistance, framing), social 
context analysis (e.g. situation, ideology), and social effect (in particular to civil society). It should 
be acknowledged that these dimensions do not intrinsically share the equal importance in the 
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analysis and emphasis may be given to certain dimensions in some cases, according to their own 
research purposes. They are not necessarily organised separately or in an orderly manner because 
these elements are often intertwined and related to each other. Especially in social events, they 
usually appear as an indivisible whole, interrelated to each other spatio-temporally.  
 
The following example post is randomly selected from the first case study for the purpose of 
illustrating the empirical analytical process: 
Fanzhongxin: [political or academic?] A friend told me that his book, Conflicts 
of Laws in the Perspective of the Constitution, was rejected by publishers. The 
reason given by the Propaganda Department was: “the Party’s 18th Congress is 
nigh and the main task is to maintain social stability, how could you publicize 
the “conflicts” even under the name of the Constitution? Under the Constitution 
is stability rather than conflicts!” Hearing this I really want to spit on those who 
claim there is no academic minefield in China! (8 October, 2012) 
 
Social actors 
 
The term “actors” means both social agents and characters in a news story and they are then both 
subjects who are doing things and objects that are being talked about or influenced (Carvalho, 2000). 
This dimension involves identifying the key social actors in a discursive public and how they are 
represented through their own texts. In this thesis, the focus is on a range of actors that both produce 
and consume public discourse on Sina Weibo: the common individuals, public opinion leaders, 
institutions and organisations. Some actors may have a dominant role as opinion leaders in the 
public sphere, while others may keep silent in some cases. 
 
Media discourse plays a remarkable role in building the image of social actors and defining their 
identities and relations (Fairclough, 1995). Carvalho (1999, 2000) points out that an essential aspect 
of studying actors through texts is their perceived influence in shaping the overall meaning of 
public discourse—the effect of which is called the “framing power” of social actors in relation to 
the media. More often than not, some actors’ perspectives on a public issue may dominate others’ 
and thus hold a major discursive power of (re)constructing social, political or other issues.  
 
In the example post, “Fanzhongxin” as a verified individual user is primarily under study because 
he is the producer of this public discourse. Yet the “friend”, “publishers” and the “Propaganda 
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Department” mentioned in his content are also social actors that are represented and defined 
through the narrative of the user. This post is one of the hottest weibos on 8 October, with 729 
forwards and 171 comments. Thus user “Fanzhongxin” can be viewed as an opinion leader on that 
day having a major discursive power of constructing the particular issue, namely censorship or 
academic freedom. 
 
Objects/ topics 
 
In this thesis, the objects of the public discourse on social media are identified as topics or themes 
about particular social issues. Topics usually reveal people’s domain of concern in which the public 
discussion of presupposed problematization of areas are viewed by Habermas (1989) as an 
indispensable component of the public sphere in a civil society. The object of civil discourse can 
distance itself from the monopoly of authoritative interpretation of an issue, because the 
participating actors determine its meaning on their own through communication and verbalisation of 
what they may not have a chance to voice elsewhere. 
 
Since topics are not always obvious, identifying them requires a good understanding of texts, which 
is sometimes assisted by computer software such as Leximancer. Content analysis can give a global 
scope into the topics of a large textual dataset as is applied to this research. Yet a further question 
remains to be asked: What is the broader issue under consideration that a specific topic is associated 
to? Many social phenomena are very complex and can be attributed to a variety of socio-political or 
cultural factors. Different perspectives may yield different answers for the same research questions. 
So mapping the links between specific topics and the wider social issues under the guidance of the 
researcher’s interest and research aims, would make the analysis of topics more relevant without 
going out of focus. That is also where discourse analysis takes place, for the sake of making sense 
out of the wider socio-cultural conditions. 
 
The example post is selected from the dataset collected for the first case study depicting the 18th 
National Congress of Communist Party of China (18th NCCPC). So the general topic of this post is 
about the Congress. However, it is not discussing the Congress per se, but the related issues such as 
academic freedom under this particular political circumstance. Therefore, the topic of the post is not 
singular; it is in particular about academic freedom in China, manifested by and linked to a broader 
topic—the political event—that defines a constrained political environment and thus exerts a 
negative influence on the academic freedom. 
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Discursive strategies 
 
Foucault (1972, 1977) defines “strategies” as choices made by a discourse to constitute its object by 
normalizing certain subjectivities and excluding others. Some scholars (Giddens 1981; Knights & 
Morgan, 1991) view strategies as discourse per se, a construction produced by a variety of 
discursive practices to make sense of the world. Media discourse strategies are the forms employed 
by social actors in particular media workers to manipulate the reality discursively; the intervention 
and procured aim can be more or less conscious (Carvalho, 2000). Discursive strategies contained 
in messages would influence the way media users understand social issues and situations. Thus, it is 
important to pay attention to the strategies of such discourses: their relation to the institutional 
arrangement on the one hand and to the audience on the other (van Dijk, 1995).  
 
In the social media sphere, users in general gear their behaviour and discursive practices to the 
presupposed patterns of human acts defined by the particular platforms. However, by employing 
diverse strategies, different categories of groups present distinctions in terms of ideological 
standpoints, perceived truths of a certain reality, and possible consequences of discourses. 
 
The discursive strategies involved in this thesis include, but are not limited to, foregrounding and 
informativeness of quotidian issues, positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation, 
authoritativeness and legitimization, dysphemism, comparison, and resistance. They are not all 
adopted in one single case study, but are frequently combined together in order to produce a certain 
meaning of a discourse or a certain perspective on an issue, which would eventually accumulate to 
public consensus and possibly act on the society. 
 
The example post uses a discursive strategy of informing the fact of a quotidian issue and negative 
other-presentation. By comparing the perceived truth that academic freedom is limited under the 
political event with the claim some people have made about an opposite reality, the user constructs 
a diverse reality of the issue and challenges some purported claims. As the comparison is so 
concretised and evident, his message may influence the way his audience understands the issue of 
academic freedom and the political event itself. 
 
Contextual analysis 
 
“Context” is a notion used in two different ways. One is in a linguistic sense as verbal context 
referring to surrounding text or talk of an expression that influences the way we understand the 
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expression. The second way, also the notion this thesis conforms to, is social context, which, 
according to the definition of Barnett and Casper (2001), refers to the immediate physical and social 
setting in which people live or in which something happens or develops, including the culture 
individuals live in, and people and institutions with whom they interact. 
 
Contextual analysis is an analysis of a text within the context of its historical and cultural setting, 
which combines features of formal analysis with features of cultural “archaeology” or the 
systematic investigation of social, political, economic, religious, philosophical and aesthetic 
conditions that were in place at the time and place when the text was created (Behrendt, 2008). In 
brief, contextual analysis is the understanding of particular rhetorical acts as parts of a larger 
conversation focusing on the “big picture”, which is the background information going into this 
piece of rhetoric (Hyun Jr, 2013).  
 
To do contextual analysis, several key questions need asking:  
(1) What does the text reveal about itself as a text?  
(2) What does the text tell us about its apparent intended audience?  
(3) What seems to be the author’s intention?  
(4) What is the occasion for the text?  
(5) Is the text intended as a call to or for action, or rather reflection or consideration?  
(6) Can we identify any non-textual circumstances that affected the creation and reception of the 
text?  
 
By answering these questions, the individual or collective representations of social forces or social 
facts can be obtained to facilitate a further research interest, such as in evaluating the potential 
social impact of the text, or inferring possible social implications. 
 
In this thesis, analysis at this stage looks beyond the texts at the overall social media environment 
and social conditions of an event or issue under study. The degree of civil participation reflected by 
numbers of utterances, comments or reposts is a critical indicator of the importance given by public 
discourse to the event. Besides, a “comparative-synchronic” approach (Carvalho, 2000) is 
occasionally adopted in the case studies to look at the various representations of an issue from other 
news sources, such as the official discourse in the traditional media sphere or online sphere. The 
comparison of the depictions of a certain reality can show a consistent or divergent reconstruction 
of the original events through civil discourse on the examined social media platform. This step is 
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fundamental in the sense of assessing the intervention of social media users on the reality, and of 
making the recognition of their discursive strategies. 
 
The context of the example post is in the broad picture of the 18th NCCPC. Ostensibly, the text 
reveals a divergent reality of academic freedom in China; it appears that the author intended to 
criticize the opening of the 18th NCCPC, saying that it has over-politicized people’s quotidian 
activities such as academic publication, which should be viewed as an independent area free from 
political influence. A much broader but very relevant context to this issue is that despite the 
propagated openness of the new leadership on official media, censorship and coercion has 
matter-of-factly been carried out by all means during the event. So the example post has, on one 
hand, unmasked the disparity between two perceived realities of academic freedom, and on the 
other, implicitly projected a totally different picture of the Congress from that which was 
propagated in the official discourse. 
 
Social effect 
 
In Book III of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke (1714) defines civil 
discourse as being for the benefit of the reader and the public good, and  
…such a communication of thoughts and ideas by words, as may serve for the 
upholding common conversation and commerce, about the ordinary affairs and 
conveniences of civil life, in the society of men, one amongst another. (p. 218) 
It is thus implied that increased citizen participation in public dialogue would develop, maintain and 
enforce norms of civil discourse, which would help to promote understanding, tolerance and 
consensus building. In the context of the contemporary Internet-based public sphere, it is 
particularly important for a less homogeneous group of citizens to make a commitment to civil 
discourse that helps to achieve the shared meanings essential to deliberative discussions, with the 
goal of producing policy-relevant advice for government decision makers (Hurrel, 2005). 
 
Theoretically, as the civil discursive participation increases, greater proportions of the population 
will find themselves in situations that lead to increased information, a sense of personal identity 
political awareness and other relevant attitude changes that in return give rise to political 
participation (Nie, Powell, & Prewitt, 1969). And this constitutes one important democratic 
function of civil discourses: to facilitate the democratic transitions of a society. However, one 
should keep in mind that this function of civil discourse is not self-generating, and thus, not 
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intrinsic. It by and large depends on how open the political system of a society is, how healthy its 
civil society is, and to what degree the society embraces freedom of speech and dissidents. 
 
Therefore, the possible social effect of a particular civil discourse should be examined in its 
historical circumstances and socio-political conditions. It becomes especially meaningful to 
examine the performance of civil discourse in China’s context, where a civil society is still nascent, 
yet rising because of citizens’ extensive adoption of social media. In the meantime, it is also very 
necessary to explore social media’s boundaries in inducing substantial social effect and real social 
changes. 
 
In terms of the example post, it is hard to evaluate the social effect of a single discourse, even 
though we identify it as one of the most influential posts on the day it was released. But to examine 
the possible social effect of such posts is still necessary in that its impact could be cumulative: with 
other similar posts, collectively, they could reshape the civil discourse about particular issues, and 
in the long term, induce a degree of change either at people’s cognitive level or a society’s 
behavioural level, mostly in an invisible way.  
 
In next three chapters, three case studies are carried out to respectively investigate three social 
issues that were discussed in the public discourse on Weibo: one significant political issue in 2012, 
an air pollution issue in Chinese big cities and two religions’ discourse practices in the online 
sphere. The three case studies use different methodical and analytical strategies to examine the 
public discourse about the issues concerned, map out the nuanced dynamics in the online public 
sphere facilitated by Weibo, and conclusively attempt to project the particularity of the relation 
between the state and civil society in an authoritarian political ecosystem. 
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Chapter 4 Case study: The 18th National Congress of Communist 
Party of China 
The Communist Party of China (CPC) is the founding and ruling political party of the People’s 
Republic of China. Although the CPC nominally exists along with the United Front—which 
consists of another eight minor parties and the All-China Federation of Industry and Commerce as a 
coalition—in practice, it is the only ruling party in China, maintaining a unitary government and 
centralizing the state, military and media (Folsom, Minan, & Otto, 1992).  
 
China’s leading political institutions include the Communist Party and its military, the People’s 
Liberation Army-an armed wing of the Party; the State, led by the State Council, to which the Party 
delegates day-to-day administration of the country; and the National People’s Congress (NPC), 
China’s unicameral legislature. On paper, the NPC has broad powers. In practice, the legislature is 
controlled by the Communist Party and is able to exercise little of its constitutionally mandated 
oversight over the state and the judiciary. Thus, for all practical purposes, a common sense has been 
reached that the Party leads the state in China (see Figure 4.1), although there are examinable 
distinctions between the two (Schurmann, 1968). 
 
 
Figure 4.1 The supreme power of CPC 
 
Although the Party dominates state and society in China, committed to maintaining a permanent 
monopoly on power and intolerant of those who question its right to rule, China’s political system is 
neither monolithic nor rigidly hierarchical. Jockeying among leaders and institutions representing 
different sets of interests is common at every level of the system (Lawrence & Martin, 2013). This 
structure has formed a complicated political culture that is lucid to insiders but obscure for outsiders 
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to understand. For instance, the provincial leaders and their local governments are powerful players 
in the system; leadership of each lever is predictable through the enforcement of term and age limits 
for holders of public office; ideology continues to matter in China, with the party facing criticism 
from its left flank each time it moves even further away from its Marxist roots; the system heavily 
emphasises maintaining political and social stability, and so on. While meritocracy has become of 
form of legitimisation for one-party rule, Chinese elite politics has been undermined by corruption 
and sex scandals which challenge the Party’s claim to appoint leaders with “moral integrity” (Shih, 
Adolph, & Liu, 2012).  
 
The NCCPC is the Party’s highest congress, which is held about once every five years. Since 1987, 
the Congress has always been held in the months of October or November, and the venue for the 
event, since 1956, has always been in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing. In the past decades, 
the NCCPC has been pivotal as a symbolic part of leadership changes in China, and therefore, 
becomes the most important political event in China. 
 
It is worth noting that the NCCPC should not be confused with the NPC held every March, which is 
China’s legislature body. Although the NCCPC has shown no signs of becoming a deliberative 
assembly like the NPC, leadership changes in the Party should still nominally be approved by the 
people’s representatives at the NPC, to fulfil the promise of “rule by law” and “people as masters of 
the country” guaranteed in the Constitution  
 
Additionally, as an idiomatic usage both in formal and informal ways, each Congress’s name is 
abbreviated in Chinese as the number of the conference followed by “da”(大), short for “dahui” (大
会 means “conference”). For example, the 18th National Congress of CPC is shortened to “Shiba 
Da” (十八大 means “eighteenth da”).  
 
The object of this case study, the 18th NCCPC, was convened in Beijing from 8 November to 14 
November, 2012, with a full delegation of 2,270. During this Congress, seven of the nine members 
of the powerful Politburo Standing Committee (PSC) retired, including the former president Hu 
Jintao, who was replaced by Xi Jinping as General Secretary of the CPC, chairman of the Central 
Military Commission and the de facto President of the People’s Republic of China. The Congress 
elected the 18th Central Committee of the CPC, and saw the number of the PSC seats reduced from 
nine to seven.  
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The Party’s congresses are significant events in China because they establish the CPC’s line in all 
major policy sectors, have the authority to revise the Party constitution, and most of all, change the 
Party’s leadership (Aggarwal & Zhai, 2012). The 18th NCCPC also drew attention from the world, 
perhaps because the changing way of selecting top leaders could reflect some new socio-political 
trend in current Chinese elite politics. One particular concern for other nations is the influence that 
the new leadership’s political conservatism would have, not only on contemporary Chinese society, 
but also on China’s international relations. 
4.1 The political power of social media 
Since social media platforms have become more popular worldwide, extensive studies have been 
conducted to explore their potential as technology and spaces for expanding and sustaining a 
mediated public sphere where public discourse takes place and public opinion, as a function of the 
public discourse, is facilitated. Particularly after the “Twitter revolution” that occurred in some less 
free regimes, researchers have been fascinated by its quasi-revolutionary power to cause 
fundamental changes (Morozov, 2009a, 2009b; Mungiu-Pippidi & Munteanu, 2009; Blake, 2011; 
Danns, 2010; Shirky, 2008, 2011a; J. Sullivan, 2012). 
 
Social media has enabled the world’s networked population to gain greater access to information, 
more opportunities to engage in public affairs, and an enhanced ability to coordinate massive and 
rapid collective action. Nowadays, although social media’s coordinating role can be recognized in 
nearly all of the world’s political movements, it results in widely varying consequences: some 
successfully induced political change, whereas many others were brought to heel by violent 
crackdowns and much harsher social media policies thereafter. 
 
The mixed record of social media makes it too arbitrary to assume its preordained power of 
inducing or influencing the results of democratic movements in many countries. Therefore, while 
some observers focus on the power of mass protests to topple governments, many others instead 
hold a conservative attitude, or “cyber-realism”, towards social media’s real power in terms of 
bringing about institutional changes (Gladwell, 2010; Kalathil & Boas, 2003; Morozov, 2011). 
Despite social media’s effective usage in coordinating and communicating within a diversified 
online public, it probably will not become the forerunner of democracy and freedom in most 
authoritarian regimes.  
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To take contemporary China for example, there is also shared understanding that the nation is in the 
midst of a “microblog movement”. Although quite a few Anglophone services such as Twitter and 
Facebook are blocked by the Great Firewall of China, some diligent local companies have 
developed their own social networking services, which have been launching a process of 
empowering individuals with their civic awakening ever since. Social media have reshaped ordinary 
Chinese people’s daily lives: they can freely express their common concerns about social issues and 
even engage in large-scale online mobilisations and movements.  
 
On one hand, China enjoys great benefits from the prosperous Internet industry since the 
government has full control of web servers and Internet service authorization. On the other hand, 
considering the lessons learned from Twitter-assisted revolutions, the Chinese government has 
consciously posed a more rigorous censorship towards the new media, and accordingly changed its 
political practices in response to Chinese citizens’ constant resistance. Many previous events have 
led the government to constrain new media’s subversive forces, and contributed to a growing 
bureaucratic consensus that favours a much tighter censorship (M. Jiang, 2014; Y. Zhang, 2013).  
 
Despite the potential synchronising effect resulting from the connectedness and shared awareness 
among discontented citizens, the state has actually rarely lost the power to react in political 
movements. Social media as tools for political movements, whether effective or not, would 
undoubtedly cause the state to increasingly invent sophisticated means of surveillance, censorship 
and interdiction. In extreme cases, the use of social media even becomes a matter of life and death 
as with the government’s incessant persecution towards dissidents and activist users. 
 
Thus, instead of instrumentally thinking about social media as tools to gain political freedom 
overnight, Shirky (2011) proposes an “environmental” view of social media, that is, to view social 
media as long-term tools of strengthening civil society and the public sphere of a country, because 
political freedom has to be first accompanied by a civil society literate enough and densely 
connectedly enough to discuss the social issues presented to the public. For China, it is particularly 
important because currently the threats to its legitimacy are mainly coming from inside the state and 
circumventing mass political protests. However, circumvention does little to prevent discontented 
middle-class citizens from protesting about not having freedom of speech and having such limited 
civil rights. 
 
One solution would be if the government were to take advantage of social media as tools to improve 
its governance. Social media can serve as communicative channels for governments to have the 
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opportunity to follow citizens and monitor satisfaction with services these citizens receive. Through 
collaborative technologies, an open platform can be created to improve transparency and efficiency, 
“putting governments in the hands of citizens” (Harper, 2013: para.1), and in the meantime, 
increasing citizen participation in public affairs.  
 
In China, more recent Weibo cases have shown success in publicising examples of government 
malfeasance, official corruption and scandals (Hassid, 2012; Stanko, 2013; J. Sullivan, 2013). These 
examples, by and large, were not fundamentally trying to overturn the Party’s rule and were even 
secretly inspired by the government itself. That is to say, in these exceptional cases, in which 
censorship did not exert a pervasive influence as it did in other political issues, social media’s role 
was comparatively tenable for evaluation. However, in China there is lack of studies on political 
issues especially those “sensitive” and highly monitored ones. Questions may be raised about how 
social media would coordinate public discourse on such issues and how the government would 
respond to the public concerns. 
 
Empirical work on the subject is not easy to come by, in part because social media tools are still so 
new in China, and in part because such relevant examples are so rare due to practical difficulties in 
collecting data and even publishing findings. So this case study attempts to fill this gap by 
empirically examining how social media depict political affairs in China, and whether this online 
public sphere can exert real influence on Chinese politics, and thereby, show social media’s 
potential and limitations in supporting a civil society and public sphere in an authoritative regime.  
4.2 Internet censorship in China 
The multilayered apparatus of China’s Internet control is considered one of the most extensive and 
advanced in the world. The Internet censorship is conducted under a wide variety of laws and 
regulations that have been made by the Chinese government and implemented by its provincial 
branches of state-owned Internet service providers, companies and agencies. As a result, China’s 
media environment remains highly restrictive, and its press freedom ranks very low at 183th out of 
197 countries according to Freedom House’s report (2014).  
 
Since China was connected to the web in 1994, the Chinese authority has realised the Internet’s 
great potential in transforming the arena of public opinion and monitoring politicians, officials and 
the government policies. At the very beginning, the goal of censorship was mainly to suppress 
dissent and delete unfavourable speech against the state, its policies and its leaders. Now, as more 
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and more civil society groups use the Internet and the newest social media tools to mobilise political 
protests and movements, collective expressions people communicate on networking platforms, 
especially those likely to generate collective actions, are more likely to be censored (King et al., 
2012).  
 
However, a popular but erroneous concept is to regard new media regulators in China as a single 
policy making agency—supposedly tormented by the dilemma of choice between economic growth 
and political stability. However, as Qiu (2004) points out, the Chinese state is in fact a category of 
government bodies that have tremendous internal variations, and when intensified, can lead to 
institutional tug of war at the central ministerial level regarding telecom monopoly privileges and 
the control China’s Internet backbone. While this kind of turf war is expected to continue, the role 
of “local state” is essentially relevant to our discussion about the multi-layered construction of new 
media infrastructures and regulations, which also provides room for our research of new media’s 
potentiality in reshaping the reality. 
 
It is also noteworthy that censorship and other Internet regulations in China are not a criterion for 
good or bad, right or wrong. Some certain topics are being censored just because the government 
would rather the citizens not discuss them in a collective online public, even if those discussions are 
in nature neutral or even in favour of the government’s stance. In an increasingly complex social 
reality brought by technologies, the power relations between the Chinese state and society just have 
become even more delicate and intricate. Oddly enough, in some occasions the general public is 
even incited to work in concert with the authorities to censure information and public opinion, for 
example, the collaborative effort between the authority and “Chaoyang masses”4. Yet at other times 
the “public opinion” that justifies the authority’s suppressive efforts is often later proved no mere 
than manipulation of certain vested interest coteries or even transnational forces. 
 
Nowadays, Internet censorship in China is believed to turn into “a full-blown Panopticon” (Tsui, 
2003: 66) that encourages self-regulation through the perception that everybody is being watched. 
Internet service providers are legally liable for their users’ conduct because they are viewed as 
gatekeepers and publishers of the users’ content. The ruthless enforcement of censorship creates a 
                                               
4 “Chaoyang masses” originally means the volunteer “anti-terrorism” patrols in Beijing’s Chaoyang District which were recruited to 
crack down terrorism after terrorist attacks occurred in several Chinese cities. Thousands of Beijing retirees signed up, earning cash 
rewards for tip-offs on illegal drug use and other social scourges. After several celebrities were arrested for drug possession or 
prostitution in Beijing’s cosmopolitan Chaoyang District, the idea that the grannies and grandpas practising Tai Chi in the park were 
members of an elite intelligence agency caught on. 
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chilling effect, which drives individuals and businesses into self-censoring their behaviour to avoid 
legal and economic consequences.  
 
Although the Chinese constitution guarantees citizens’ freedoms of speech, assembly, association 
and publication, the CPC as the sole ruling power has the full discretion to explain these articles, 
and in most specific cases, the constitution cannot serve the legal basis for asserting civil rights in 
court. In 2013, after civil society intellectuals urged the CPC to abide by the constitution and a rare 
strike by journalists of a major newspaper, The Southern Weekend
5
, provoked wide calls to relax 
censorship, the authority responded with measures of intensifying ideological control and new 
judicial guidelines that expanded the criminalisation of online speech (Freedom House, 2013).  
 
The nationwide firewall system, known as “the Great Firewall of China”, restricts users’ access to 
uncensored information both inside and outside China, including permanently blocking some 
foreign websites such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Wikipedia. Indigenous social media 
services thereby gain wide popularity, but are also subject to legal liability for user-generated 
content on their platforms and risk losing their business licence if they fail to comply with the 
government censorship guidelines. Therefore, firms such as Sina Weibo proactively employ 
automated programs to undertake keyword blocking, for example, and human censors manually 
delete material to make sure that most of the content on the platform is “safe”. 
 
By performing a statistical analysis of deleted posts, Bamman et al. (2012) found that the presence 
of some sensitive terms indicated a higher probability that the post would be deleted. Zhu et al. 
(2013) examined the velocity of microblog post deletions on Sina Weibo. Their research showed 
that the topics that were most quickly deleted in mass removals were those that combined events 
that were hot topics on Weibo as a whole with themes common to sensitive posts—for instance, 
including Beijing, government, and policeman. For events such as the Party’s congresses, 
undoubtedly, censorship of the highest level would be applied, and as a result, most dissenting 
opinions would be unlikely to appear in the public discourse. 
 
However, where there is oppression, there is resistance. The resistance culture of the Chinese 
Internet has been remarkable in that it takes as much advantage as possible of the versatility of the 
                                               
5 The Southern Weekend incident was a conflict between the Propaganda Department of Guangdong Province and The Southern 
Weekend about press freedom. The original 2013 New Year’s special editorial was changed significantly under pressure from the 
propaganda officers bypassing the normal publication flow. The newsroom staff went on strike to protest against censorship. This 
incident also caused demonstrations outside the gate of the weekly newspaper in Guangzhou, and obtained attention and support 
from many Chinese people living overseas. 
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Chinese language, as well as the technological advancements of the Internet. Chinese netizens 
routinely use homophones, analogies, metaphors, satire and various circumvention softwares to 
defy censorship. Sometimes, censors can miss citizens’ expressions of outrage when the later 
inexhaustibly use inciting but euphemistic characters, and citizens can be expected to “turn jokes 
and profanities into unified protest” (Hopkins, 2011, para.15). 
 
So far, in China, among large and small online incidents or movements, there has been no precedent 
that succeeded in going beyond the prescribed limit and breaking the boundary of the state. While 
new media have amplified ordinary people’s voices and formed a powerful public opinion field, the 
Chinese government has also been taking advantage of these new tools to strengthen filtering, 
censorship, and regulatory capabilities. More importantly, the Chinese government has been arguably 
successful in gaining popular compliance and cementing its political rule by building and promoting 
state legitimacy through the promotion of economy, nationalism, ideology, culture and governance. 
Therefore, the ongoing renegotiation between censorship and resistance is changing the power 
relations between citizens and the state. Combined with the cross-over between virtual and physical 
worlds and high expectations for most users, this process will eventually lead to an increasingly 
proactive relationship between citizens and the state that challenge political categorisation (S. Perry 
& Roda, n.d.). 
4.3 Data and methods 
Using key term “18th NCCPC”, the researcher searched and examined all related discussions about 
this event in the form of textual microblogs and news articles on both social media and legacy 
media. Specifically, Sina Weibo, the most popular Chinese social media platform, and the three 
most circulated legacy media outlets, People’s Daily, Xinhua News Agency and The Southern 
Weekend, were chosen as the main sources of the mainstream media data. The time period 
examined was from 8 October to 21 November, given that, in China, for any important political 
events, the CPC’s propaganda hype would usually be launched one month before the event or 
maybe earlier. On Sina Weibo, however, it was forbidden to search for the key term before 2 
November due to the stringent censorship. 
 
Guided by this principle, in this study, more than 5,000 weibo posts were collected from Sina 
Weibo by searching the keyword “18th NCCPC” in the defined time period. These weibo posts 
were the most circulated (each had more than five forwards), and were collected upon the 
assumption that the more forwards one post has the more people it would exponentially spread to. 
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In the light of this algorithm, these 5,000 weibos could be confidently assumed to be the most 
influential ones in the online public discourse, and thus, typically represent the population of most 
relevant texts. 
 
It is noteworthy that the hashtag-based search terms that are commonly used on Twitter were not 
examined here because Chinese microbloggers rarely use hashtags. The reason for this will be 
explained in section 4.5. 
 
Based on the same search term and timeframe, 1,859 news articles were collected from the online 
archives of People’s Daily, 906 from Xinhua News Agency and 39 from The Southern Weekend. 
These three media are the most circulated and influential national news resources within mainland 
China. The first two are the CPC’s mouthpiece outlets and The Southern Weekend is China’s most 
influential independent-minded and liberal newspaper (Rosenthal, 2002). 
 
In this case study, content analysis and discourse analysis were used to investigate public discussions 
happening both on social media and legacy media, especially focusing on particular texts, language 
and sentiment that can reveal meanings, user characteristics, topical dominance and relations 
between different stakeholders in both spheres. Rather than to criticize representation or 
misrepresentation of the public discourses in a traditional statistical way, the content analysis adopted 
in this study is instead more of social constructionist one designed to improve understanding of  
how reality comes to be constructed in human interaction online. The narrative patterns of public 
discourse are also compared through a critical examination of the content obtained from both media 
spheres.  
4.4 Results 
4.4.1 Chinese social media as a dominated online public sphere 
Similarity of topics 
 
Table 4.1 lists the main themes and concepts that emerge from traditional media outlets and Weibo, 
with their weight (percentage to total context blocks) listed alongside correspondingly. A 
remarkable topical similarity to the legacy media public sphere is observed in the online public 
sphere. Although the proportion of each concept to its context blocks in two public spheres shows 
their different focuses and topical density, still four-fifths of Weibo concepts are aligned with those 
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of the traditional media in a computational sense, regardless of their specific meanings in respective 
contexts.  
 
Table 4.1 Main concepts emerging from legacy media and Sina Weibo 
Media Concept and Weight 
Traditional media 
Development (38%), party (24%), socialism (21%), people (16%), Chinese (16%), building 
(16%), 18th NCCPC (15%), scientific (14%), economic (13%), reform (13%), system (12%), 
promote (12%), social (11%), society (10%), improve (10%), China (10%), report (9%), 
construction (9%), important (9%), road (8%), rural (8%), income (8%), growth (7%), world 
(6%), political (6%), cultural (6%), national (6%), country (6%), public (5%), leadership (5%), 
innovation (5%), government (5%), representatives (4%), achievement (4%), economy (4%), 
international (4%), power (4%) 
Social media 
18th NCCPC (51%), party (18%), people (10%), celebration (9%), election (7%), representatives 
(7%), China (7%), report (6%), Beijing (5%), security (4%), public (4%), police (4%), reform 
(4%), social (3%), victory (3%), political (3%), market (3%), system (3%), economic (3%), 
reporters (3%), country (3%), important (2%), important (2%), national (2%), leadership (2%), 
policy (2%), government (2%), society (2%), future (2%), Congress (2%), world (2%), stability 
(2%), road (2%), reporters (2%), construction (1%), power (1%), cultural (1%), economy (1%), 
corruption (1%) 
 
We further look into the thousands of Weibo posts and find that Weibo mainly focuses on 
conveying basic informational messages about this event without much deep inquiry into the 
specific agendas and matters of concern. Such concepts account for a large proportion of the total 
topics we found in the online public discussion. For example, “Party” indicates the caller of this 
congress; “Beijing” is the location where this event occurred; the “representatives” of the CPC’s 
Central Committee are the attendees; “leadership” transition is the main purpose of this congress; 
“security” implies a deterrent to potential threats. Only a small fraction (weight≤3%) touches a 
broader range of topics, which also well resembles the traditional media coverage. 
 
Apart from such basic information, a more profound and comprehensive elaboration of specific 
issues around key topics was observed in the traditional media’s news articles. Especially with the 
Congress’s approach, the sampled traditional media included a large amount of focused discussions 
about some key topics, such as Socialism, scientific development, the economy, (socialist) system, 
and reform, and so on, from perspectives of national policy and public management. The hype of 
news coverage lasted for a considerable time (more than three months).  
 
To summarise, collectively, the Weibo posts harvested and analysed in this sample seemed to be 
rather similar to the content of mainstream traditional news reports and were less harsh and hostile 
projections of criticism and dissidence than have been recorded elsewhere (Ji, 2012; Yeo & Li, 
2012). The result may be partly attributed to the use of the analytic software, which attempts to 
make sense of a larger body of text. Yet the result can provide a global sense of what kind of public 
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discourse was prominently occurring on Weibo and what an ordinary user would likely find about 
the topic in this online sphere. 
 
Institutional users as dominators 
 
We further examine all the collected posts that occurred around the topic of this political event, and 
find that nearly 80.6% were contributed by individual users (including verified individual users), 
and 19.4% by verified institutional users. According to Weibo’s verification program, verified users 
are mainly composed of known people and organisations. In the sample, it is observed that most 
institutional actors were either governmental bodies or traditional media groups. 
 
Although the verified users only contributed a comparatively small proportion of the posts about the 
event, they were actually the most influential actors on Weibo because of their “celebrity effect” on 
millions of followers. Their content, usually well organised and clearly stated, had virtually 
generated a skewed topical distribution with a long tail that was composed of the large bulk of 
fragmentised, unsystematic content produced by individual users (see Figure 4.2). 
 
 
Figure 4.2 Concept distribution on Sina Weibo 
 
One indicator of the most influential posts is the “forward” number, which indicates how many 
times the original posts are forwarded by both the users’ followers and non-followers. The more 
forwards a post has, the more people it would exponentially reach, and the more influence the post 
may have exerted on the public discourse. 
 
Table 4.2 samples the most circulated 1,000 posts on 9 November, 2012, the second day of the 
Congress session, and calculates the forward frequency of the main weibo users. The result shows 
that most of the top addressors of the day were institutional actors, including the Party’s leading 
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mouthpieces and other media outlets. It is worth noting here that Sina news and Sina video are two 
Internet services provided by Sina.com.cn, which is also the service provider of Sina Weibo. During 
the event, the website proactively provided a large amount of information in concert with headlines 
from the two media organisations that act government mouthpieces. 
 
Table 4.2 Main user accounts of the most circulated 1000 posts on 9 November, 2012 
No. User name 
Forward 
frequency 
User category 
1 @Caijing 25202 The official account of a news group 
2 @Headlines 21059 The official account of Sina news service 
3 @People’sDaily 9036 
The official account of the state newspaper, 
People’s Daily 
4 @SouthernMetropolisDaily 4235 
The official account of a Guangzhou based local 
newspaper, Southern Metropolis Daily 
5 
@XinhuaNewsAgency 
@XinhuaViewpoints 
2385 
The official accounts of the state news agency, 
Xinhua News Agency and its affiliated column, 
“Xinhua Viewpoints” 
6 @SinaVideo 1320 The official account of Sina video service 
7 individual users  425 including verified and unverified users 
8 Other institutional users 420 
including ordinary organisations as well as the 
Party’s grassroots departments 
 
In terms of content, many Weibo posts conveniently fed off the traditional media’s editorials or 
news articles. This reciprocity can be observed in a large number of posts published by institutional 
Weibo users, especially those official accounts of governmental organisations at all levels. Besides 
the most authoritative national media, such as People’s Daily and Xinhua News Agency, the Party’s 
other local media outlets were also frequently quoted as news sources in these users’ posts. Such 
institutional actors, including news groups, government sectors and organisations, playing the role 
of informants or quasi-propaganda had actually dominated the public discourse on social media. 
And the symphony of social media and legacy media thus played up a strong spin-doctoring effect 
in both public spheres. 
 
In sharp contrast, most ordinary individual users’ posts, either reposting institutional users’ content 
or describing their trivial personal experience associated with the event, tended to be overwhelmed 
by the flood of the uniform information disseminated by institutional users, and therefore, presented 
a relatively weak public opinion field. 
 
This phenomenon further confirms the “Matthew effect”, that is, “the rich get richer”, and the 80/20 
rule, which widely exists in various areas including online discussions where popular participants 
will get more attractive in a growing conversation network (Himelboim, 2008, 2011; Wang, Wang, 
& Zhu, 2013). Through a study of Twitter discussion, Wu et al. (2011) also found that elite users 
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usually dominated the major attention, despite composing only a minor proportion of the user 
population. The same also applies to Weibo, and in particular, in this case study, which showed that 
the elite institutional and governmental users were the discourse dominators. 
 
Agenda-setting function 
 
Agenda setting is about the effect and influence of mass communication. It specifies the practice 
that mass media pick out important aspects of the reality according to their own values and 
principles, process these “facts” and then report them to the audience following a certain structure 
and procedure (Guo, 1999). In this case study, by highlighting some key topics, the traditional 
media played a focused role as agenda setters, continuing to impress and influence the audience 
through repeated and comprehensive coverage before, during and after the congress. With a clear 
intent of propaganda, the sampled traditional media had comprehensively reported every aspect of 
the event in a formal, elaborative way, and thus, generated a rational, systematic agenda-setting 
coverage.  
 
Figure 4.3 traces the evolutionary trends of 18th NCCPC event on traditional media over a specified 
period of two months. The trend map shows a steady distribution curve throughout, with flat curves 
on weekdays and valleys on weekends, except the two prominent spikes at the beginning and at the 
end of the Congress. This curve clearly indicates an explicit agenda-setting effort of the traditional 
media.  
 
 
Figure 4.3 Event trend on traditional media 
 
As a matter of fact, this kind of propagandist agenda setting has become the Party media’s 
consistent practice for major political events in China. It usually commences more than one month 
before the event, and will follow up for more than one month after. Also, by further examining the 
content of the traditional media, it is observed that the traditional media tended to discuss issues at 
national level especially those closely associated with the Party’s rule and national policies.  
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Table 4.3 examines the concepts emerging from news articles of the three periods and the top 10 
concepts are extracted from the texts respectively. The table shows that there was little difference 
among key topics emerging from traditional media’s coverage before, during and after the Congress, 
and suggested a monolithic block of propaganda with shocking consistency and agenda-setting 
effect. 
 
Table 4.3 Top 10 concepts emerging from legacy media’s periodic coverage 
Time period Top 10 concepts 
Pre-Congress 
(Oct.8- Nov.7) 
development, Party, people, social, reform, economy, China, construction, 
scientific, system 
During Congress 
(Nov.8-Nov.14) 
development, Socialism, characteristics, China, people, Party, economy, 
reform, system, scientific 
Post-Congress 
(Nov.15-Dec.8) 
development, Socialism, Party, China, people, scientific, economy, social, 
report, system 
 
For example, on 26 November, Xinhua News Agency published an official order issued by the 
Central Commission for Discipline Inspection of CPC (CCDI) requesting all discipline inspection 
and supervision organs to learn the essence of the 18th NCCPC, combat corruption and build a 
clean government (XinhuaNews, 2012). Echoing with this order, People’s Daily and many other 
mainstream media republished this article, and launched a series of peripheral commentaries written 
by their editors or external experts. Local newspapers nationwide, willingly or not, were obliged to 
publish similar pieces to cater to superior propaganda authorities. Moreover, these press units, as 
well as governmental organs’ incarnations on social media, would go on carrying out such practice, 
conveying the key points of this order and predicting its potential impact on the society. Their 
efforts in disseminating information or initiating discussion about anti-corruption, from different 
interpretive perspectives, had exactly extended the official discourse from traditional media to 
social media. Since the Party’s mouthpieces became the only legitimate news sources about such 
political events due to the government’s press regulation, their social media surrogates, thus, also 
became the biggest spin doctors in the online public sphere. Ordinary citizens just had no other 
ways to get more diversified information. With the concerted efforts of traditional media and social 
media, a strong, unified opinion field was being formed in both media spheres. 
 
By contrast, social media users generated a redundant, fragmentised information flux, and thus, 
collectively formed an inconsistent, weak public discourse on this event. As Figure 4.4 shows, the 
peak of discussion expectedly appeared before the event, but oddly went to a downswing and 
remained extremely low throughout the Congress (from 8 November to 14 November), indicating 
an evident political apathy or withdrawal behaviour of ordinary citizens. Two more peaks of 
92 
 
discussion mentioning “18th NCCPC” happened as the new leadership culled several corrupt 
officials in the anti-corruption actions initiated immediately after the Congress.  
 
 
Figure 4.4 18th NCCPC’s Weibo Trend 
 
This result tallies well with the conclusion of previous studies. Du (2011) conducted a 
comprehensive survey on topics Chinese netizens were concerned with, and found that the public 
showed a remarkable apathy to serious political topics, especially news about those significant 
political conferences or events. Du further tentatively pointed out that there were three main reasons 
behind this apathy: 
(1) the coverage was fairly propagandist and monolithic given the news sources of such 
political events were mostly the Party’s media outlets; 
(2) the stereotyped description and depersonalisation of officials, as well as their achievements, 
failed to attract the audience; 
(3) most importantly, the stringently censored political environment kept the public from 
partaking in open discussion of political issues. 
 
To summarise, from the aforementioned findings, we can clearly see a strong media sphere 
constructed by the traditional media for this political event in particular, which spared no effort to 
conduct a monolithic, consistent and dense propaganda. The online public sphere shaped by social 
media, however, was more instant and spontaneous in responding to current issues with an 
ever-changing, inconsistent public discourse. Most importantly, it was a public sphere dominated by 
institutional users, the avatars of the traditional media group, and the governmental organs’ official 
accounts, which in a sense just attempted to extend the traditional media’s influence and 
mainstream discourse to the online discursive sphere.  
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4.4.2 A subtle form of political resistance of social media 
Chinese social media are generally subject to a ubiquitous, stringent top-down government 
regulation and censorship. Coping with the external censorship from the CPC’s propaganda 
authorities all the time, the Internet service providers, for the sake of survival, have to self-censor 
weibo posts before any risky infringement could occur unnoticed. This is the best way for the 
Internet service providers to avoid being forced out of the market by the government.  
 
This reality is particularly apparent during high-level political events. In this case study, the public 
discourse on the 18th NCCPC event was observed as unsurprisingly aligned with the positive 
keynote of the mainstream media because a stringent peripheral censorship was employed by the 
authority. Before 1 November, 2012, a search of the relevant key terms about this event, such as 
“18th NCCPC”, was forbidden; on the opening day of the Congress, which was 8 November, 2012, 
the search function of Weibo was totally banned.  
 
Although the government soon afterwards allowed free searching of this event, as a way to keep the 
promise of opening the media made by the new leadership before the congress, most posts that were 
viewed as potentially subversive and provoking would still be filtered or blocked from the vision of 
Internet users.  
 
All this being said, censorship and mainstream media hype could hardly filter away all information 
flux, some deviated posts that survived after circulating among various users and multiple platforms 
in various forms (e.g., images, screenshots). By examining the content of such posts, a micro 
political resistance could be observed deep under the surface of the universal jubilation built by the 
traditional media and the institutional Weibo users. 
 
The discrepant rhetoric used by individual users and institutional users show a disparity not only in 
expression style but also in the content and sentiment. From the perspective of linguistics, the usage 
of minor sentences rather than full sentences was a noticeable feature of Weibo data; ellipsis of the 
subject or auxiliary verb was also common, reflecting the generally informal tone of output, and 
most of the time, a clear sense of ongoing monologues. In terms of content, individual users focused 
more on quotidian activities, and contributed to the public discussion with a more personal, 
emotional narrative, and more often than not, criticism.  
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Taking the censorship issue for example, before the Congress convened, some Chinese netizens as 
ever began to worry about a more stringent censorship coming along. To show the new leadership’s 
open-mindedness, CPC’s mouthpieces generated a media hype implying the tough media rules 
might be relaxed during the event. And their weibo accounts also addressed the rumour about the 
issue. For instance, “TheBeijingNews”, the official account of the local newspaper, The Beijing 
News posted on 27 October, 2012:  
[Ministry of Industry and Information addressed rumours] Recently many 
netizens spread the message that during the 18th NCCPC the Internet would be 
blocked. In response to this, Zhu Hongren, Chief Engineer and the spokesman of 
the Ministry of Industry and Information clarified: “It’s inappropriate to use the 
term ‘block’ to describe the situation. All telecommunication operators have just 
increased the level of network maintenance to ensure a smooth Internet with 
little or no issues during the Congress.  
However, the reality turned out quite different from what the government claimed. When the 
Congress approached, The Chinese government carried out a series of iron-fisted measures in 
controlling the Internet. Both Chinese websites (including the Chinese social media family) and 
foreign websites have encountered the strictest censorship ever since. Some foreign websites even 
experienced continuous malfunction or lockdown. This affected a large amount of Internet users 
and legal businesses. Being unable to do anything with this nasty situation, many users sought out 
Weibo to vent their complaints and discontent with the censorship. For instance, individual user 
“Winnerjz” posted on 3 November, 2012: 
These two days for no reason I suddenly cannot log in Gmail in a minute. Apple’s 
app store and Windows’s app store are as slow as turtle. It seems the only thing I 
can do is to welcome the 18th NCCPC. 
Individual user “KaphuKa” posted on 24 November, 2012: 
My colleagues in Shenyang told me that since the 18th NCCPC, Gmail has been 
exceptionally unstable and never got right. On average they need to try 50 times 
to narrowly get in. This is heavily influencing our normal work and damaging 
the commercial interests of legal businesses. Strongly protest against this 
ridiculous measure of maintaining stability! 
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Condemnatory words were commonplace in such posts to express involved Weibo users’ 
sentiments, which were often associated with upset, anger, desperation or helplessness. Such 
emotional outbursts were observable on Weibo though the most subversive ones quickly 
disappeared from the public vision as a result of censorship.  
 
Besides the disappointing experience online, citizens’ offline lifeworld was also heavily impeded by 
the strict prevention measures. In Beijing, windows of vehicles were required to be rolled down 
when going through Tiananmen Square in order to prevent the drivers or passengers from 
distributing leaflets and posters; kitchen knives were also not allowed to be sold in markets during 
the event. Many ordinary people’s daily lives and businesses were affected to some extent. Thus, 
many people went to vent their complaints about these prevention measures on Weibo. For example, 
individual user “Busystone” posted on 5 November, 2012: 
I do feel I begin to benefit from the 18th NCCPC. The delivery should have long 
arrived but now it’s stuck in somewhere. The subway security check was so loose 
before but now they seem to want to strip you. My crappy network is slower…Oh 
jeez, how come my input software doesn’t automatically suggest the word “18th 
NCCPC”? It’s absolutely NOT acceptable!!!! Let’s welcome the 18th NCCPC 
together with the whole nation! 
Individual user “Vicky_bj922” posted on 5 November, 2012: 
Today my friend is seeking help from everybody. Six months ago he gave his 
friend a knife as gift, and that guy accepted it and left it in his own car since after. 
Today that guy was raided by the 18th NCCPC security on road, and would be 
detained for 3 days, together with his car and that stupid knife. Comrades, please 
do check your car before driving on road! 
Because of the security measures, ordinary Chinese citizens came across a range of problems in 
mail delivery, Internet, travelling, accommodation, and so on. The excessive measures of control 
posed inhuman physical surveillance and constraint to ordinary people so that most security-aware 
citizens were believed to self-censor their speech online and behave themselves in lifeworld. The 
chilling effect of such a battle array in both the virtual and real world was just extensive enough to 
intimidate ordinary citizens and prevent any attempt at harassing those attending this political event. 
In every way, the state tried to condition citizens to recognize the limits of acceptable discourse and 
behaviour during this Congress and similar events afterward. And even when these limitations were 
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removed after the event, one benefit for the censor was that the residual effect of censorship and 
surveillance still remains (Ng, 2013).  
 
In this cat and mouse game, however, the cats are not always infallible. Over the years, Chinese 
netizens have mastered an extensive series of anti-censorship tactics, including making use of 
prison-break software and playing with the versatile Chinese language. Sometimes filtering tools 
just fail to work because they are not intelligent enough to recognize the subtleties in the various 
utility of the language.  
 
Censorship-circumvention techniques: “Grass mud horse” vs. “River crab”  
 
First, many users employed all kinds of censorship-circumvention techniques to cope with the 
network problems during the event. For example, individual user “Rye_” posted a so-called 
“solution” on 5 November, 2012, which was forwarded 13,406 times: 
Gmail did not work. So I immediately opened the webpage of Xinhua News 
Agency and browsed several pieces of news about the 18th NCCPC. The network 
resumed right away for about 5 minutes. Yup this is the fucking life tips, and it’s 
silly! 
Tips of this kind, though unlikely based on any scientific evidence, had gained a large number of 
forwards. Similarly, on some online forums or blogs, technical posts about how to break through 
the Great Fire Wall using all kinds of Virtual Private Network (VPN) software had also witnessed a 
large number of clicks. For example, a user named “programthink” released a series of blogs on his 
personal blog
6
 during the Congress, introducing useful tools and software as well as their online 
mobilisations to resist the increasingly sophisticated censorship. 
 
Whether it is a spoof-like frenzy or serious hacktivism, they are definitely not apolitical at all. By 
playing around the censoring power, Chinese netizens walk the wire near the state’s threshold of 
tolerance. Posts that were viewed as potentially subversive were quickly deleted by the thousands of 
censors hired by Weibo, yet still a few survived and even spread to a wider audience through 
different levels of dissemination.  
 
                                               
6 Programthink’s blog: http://program-think.blogspot.com/2012/11/gfw-news.html 
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Second, another trick Chinese netizens often use is playing with the words of the language. The 
discursiveness of the Internet determines that most online activities take the form of verbal 
persuasion. To avoid being censored, such verbal persuasion tends to be presented in a more subtle 
and ambiguous manner, with its form varying from word play, to creative utility of images and 
emoticons for a particular emotion catharsis.  
 
For example, during the Congress, posts containing the term “18th NCCPC” were heavily censored 
on Weibo. To come to terms with the situation, Chinese netizens occasionally borrowed the Chinese 
word for “Sparta” to avoid the usage of “18th NCCPC” because these two terms are almost 
homophonic: the pinyin of the 18th NCCPC is shi ba da, similar to Chinese translation of “Sparta”: 
si ba da.  
 
Making a nickname or coded message for a particular political figure is also a common discursive 
practice among Chinese netizens. Just to name a few: the Party chief, Xi Jinping, was dubbed as “Xi 
Dada”, which means “Uncle Xi” in Chinese Shannxi dialect; the previous head of the Central 
Politics and Law Commission, Zhou Yongkang was “Master Kang” (Kang Shifu), which is 
originally a Taiwanese food company’s name; the previous Secretary of Chongqing Committee of 
CPC, Bo Xilai was “Secretary Not-thick”, which comes from his last name “Bo”, meaning “thin” in 
Chinese. 
 
A number of Chinese Internet slang terms also appeared frequently in this event. For example, 
“climbing over the wall” means Chinese netizens’ battle the Great Firewall with the aid of all kinds 
of software; “invite somebody to drink tea”7 means the State Security or police investigates the 
potential subversives, which is similar to the expression of “check and read somebody’s water 
meter”8; “Re-educate through labour” (RTL), abbreviated laojiao in Chinese means “the authorities 
detain somebody for his/her dissents” (originally RTL is a penal system to detain persons for minor 
crimes).   
 
Here, two examples from Weibo are listed to give a sense of how these coined terms were 
concretely used by Chinese Internet users in this event. 
                                               
7 Since around 2007, Chinese netizens have started using the term “tea talk” or “invited to drink tea” to describe interrogations by 
the internal security police. A person can be summoned for a tea talk for different reasons. Online opinion leaders, dissidents, those 
who share sensitive information from unofficial channels, and signatories of online petitions are all frequently “invited to drink tea” 
with police. Opinion leaders are invited for tea on a regular basis, so that police may make sure that they are behaving “responsibly” 
in their role as opinion leaders (Lam, 2013). 
8 “To check the water meter” is often used in responses to posts or comments that may be considered subversive or “inharmonious” 
by the government, suggesting that the police or authorities will be coming to the original poster’s home to arrest them under the 
guise of “checking their water meter”. 
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Individual user “Yeqingdenannanziyu” posted on 7 November, 2012: 
During “Sparta”, discipline your hands and post fewer negative weibos; 
discipline your tongue and talk less; send fewer subversive documents lest we 
should be invited to drink tea or re-educated through labour; user less brain 
and live like an idiot eating, drinking, exercising and sleeping. Listen to music, 
watch soap operas and rubbish movies, and laugh more heartlessly. The world is 
so harmonious! The life is so harmonious! Although having no fantasy for the 
18th NCCPC, I still publish this weibo to welcome it!  
Individual user “zOZ” posted on 7 November, 2012: 
This weibo can be taken as evidence that, during 18th NCCPC, if I am invited 
to drink tea or checked water meter, for climbing over the wall to browse 
American imperialist website-YouTube, my colleague @mengxiangqiu please 
contact the police and tell them I browse it for teaching purpose and never ever 
have hostile intention of betraying socialism!!!! 
This kind of shifting linguistic codes has been formed and accumulated through Chinese Internet 
users’ day-to-day discourse practices to circumvent the government’s evolving censorship toolkit. A 
“Grass Mud Horse Lexicon” has been created to facilitate the talk about forbidden issues through 
making puns out of words and phrases in the Chinese language. “Grass mud horse” is the literal 
translation of Chinese term cǎo ní mǎ (草泥马), the homonym of cào nǐ mā (with different tones), 
which means “fuck your mother”. While Chinese censors block obscene speech, the phrase “grass 
mud horse” allows netizens to curse with impunity. And over time, this term has been widely used 
and become a phenomenon in Chinese Internet culture as a byword for all clever cyber euphemism. 
 
In the same vein, a nemesis to “grass mud horse”, the “river crab” (河蟹, héxiè) was coded to refer 
to the censorship efforts of the authorities. The word’s near-homophone héxié meaning “harmony” 
in Chinese was frequently used in CPC’s doctrine developed by the previous President Hu Jintao: 
“Building a Harmonious Society”. To reach this end, the government’s aggressive censorship 
policies are just necessary and legitimate means. By using the lexicon of “grass mud horse” and 
“river crab”, one as the symbol of free speech and resistance, and the other censorship and 
oppression, Chinese netizens subtly dramatise their conflicts with censors without getting 
themselves “harmonized”. 
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Thus, such interplay between resistance and power has embodied and fostered new linguistic 
practices of Chinese netizens, keeping along with the constantly evolving censorship techniques of 
the government. The symbiosis and combat between “grass mud horse” and “river crab” has 
reshaped a unique discursive landscape of Chinese social media, and distinguished it from its 
western counterparts. 
 
Ideological allusion and “subaltern silence” 
 
Third, the resistance of Chinese netizens is not only technical and rhetorical, but more often is also 
ideological. Although the online criticism is allowed so long as it does not involve information that 
may provoke collective action, “undisciplined” netizens may still expect unforeseen trouble at any 
time for posting or disseminating information that the Chinese government deems as 
“inharmonious”. Hundreds of Chinese citizens have been detained or arrested for speaking up, 
according to Reporters Without Borders (2012). 
 
Unlike those outspoken overseas Chinese dissidents and activists who mainly use Twitter and other 
more democratic channels to criticize The Chinese government, most ordinary Chinese people have 
to take a slightly more indirect path to get to their goal of voicing their discontent with the reality. 
Especially when it comes to sensitive political affairs, stylistics and wordplay like allusion, irony, 
allegory and intentional silence are pervasively employed in Internet users’ discourse practices.  
 
Besides the techniques and practices suggested previously, Chinese netizens also took advantage of 
the almost concurrent U.S. election of 2012, the final voting procedure of which occurred on 6 
November, to express their implicit protest against the stifling political environment.  
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Figure 4.5 Concept map of 18th NCCPC on Sina Weibo on 6 November, 2012 
 
As Figure 4.5 shows, alongside the key word “18th NCCPC”, the concept of “presidential” 
interestingly surfaced from the Weibo repertoire on 6 November. Traced back to the original weibo 
posts, the “presidential” here actually refers to the U.S. presidential election of 2012, while the 
Chinese event was electing “General Secretary” of the Party in a strict sense. It is observed that this 
American political event was equally mentioned in the sampled posts when Chinese netizens talked 
about the 18th NCCPC. 
 
As a matter of fact, the U.S. election itself had been one of the hottest topics for a time on Weibo, 
according to Weibo’s own topic-ranking mechanism. Inevitably, there was an interesting 
comparison between the two events in the public discourse (see Figure 4.6). It must be noted here 
that Figure 4.6 is displayed in a logarithmic scale rather than a standard linear scale, which is a 
default measurement scale of other figures in this case study. As the original data covers a large 
range of values (numbers of posts), the use of logarithmic scale to display the number of posts 
reduces the wide range to a more manageable size, and therefore, better illustrates the comparison 
between the two events discussed in this section. 
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Figure 4.6 A comparison between the U.S. election and 18th NCCPC topical trends 
 
From the content of the sampled posts, it is found that the posts associated with both the 18th 
NCCPC and the U.S. election mostly expressed Weibo users’ intuitive sense of the difference 
between the two political systems, the resulting distinctive socio-cultural climates and practices.  
 
For example, one of the most circulated posts on 7 November, 2012 was from individual user 
“Mr.Zhuomo” who compared the two events and concluded in an allegorical way: 
Several strange facts: (1) we pay more attention to U.S. election than our own; (2) 
we know everything about U.S. election, but nothing about our own; (3) Hurricane 
Sandy blows U.S. election off course, but the heavy snow in China plays up the 
18th NCCPC; (4) Surprisingly there are SEVERAL presidential candidates in the 
U.S. They have to debate, shed tears, and their wives have to join in the battle too; 
(5) The American president is elected by American people. Chinese president is 
elected by those parents whose children are all attending American schools. 
Individual user “Cleaner520” posted on 17 October, 2012, shedding some light on the procedural 
difference of the two elections: 
The U.S. presidential election is coming into high gear. The candidates are busy 
with making speeches, debating, and visiting voters. They hand over the election 
right to citizens. China’s 18th NCCPC is drawing near. No politicians come out 
to discuss policies with people. The leader has been pre-decided internally 
without civil engagement. This is Chinese characteristic. Now the Chinese 
government is busy with propagating on media and glorifying themselves.  
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Many other posts also covered various public concerns, ranging from election procedures, to the 
social climate to the media environment. Some of them revealed a different reality divorced from 
the one asserted in the official discourse. However, such heterodoxies were not commonplace, 
accounting for a very small proportion due to the stringent censorship. Also, for fear of the 
repressive state apparatus, many users instinctively muted themselves, absented themselves from 
the public discourse and became ostensibly apolitical, because “[e]very one has something to lose 
and so everyone has reason to be afraid” (Havel, 1975: 6). 
 
Under an extremely stressful circumstance, as Mortensen and Ayres (1997) point out, personal 
experience may become simply too complicated or convoluted to be expressed or conveyed 
sensibly to others through ordinary, normative, or conventional terms. To cope with this ineffability, 
Branham (1980) suggests four communication strategies for those faced with perceived ineffability: 
partial or total silence; explicitly qualified expression; poetic evocation; and self-destructive 
anti-expression. Among them, silence and self-destructive anti-expression are the most relevant to 
the understanding of people’s apathy and their sometimes-radical rhetoric in the Chinese online 
space. In the other sense, either strategy actually represents an unwitting (or not) effort of struggling 
against the almost unchangeable reality. 
 
This was well demonstrated when Weibo users enthusiastically discussed the almost concurrent U.S. 
Presidential Election, whereas they remained apathetic and silent to the Chinese event. It also 
echoes the primary finding, where the curve of public discourse oddly went to a downswing and 
remained extremely low throughout the Congress and indicated an evident political apathy or 
withdrawal behaviour of ordinary citizens. As one form of the everyday resistance, performing 
silence is particularly evident in this heavily censored event. According to Spivak (1988), silence 
can also serve as a site of struggle. This silence, termed by him as “subaltern silence” is a “place of 
disappearance”, silent with “something other than silence and nonexistence, a violent aporia 
between subject and object status” (p. 306). By performing silence, Chinese netizens were actually 
practising resistance without assuming any well-articulated subjectivity that might invite 
unexpected trouble to the speakers. 
 
The same also applies to the traditional media in China. In incidents such as The Southern Weekend 
protest in 2013, which represented an overt conflict about press freedom between the Chinese 
propaganda authorities and the media, other supporting peers had also adopted a way of “collective 
muteness” to boycott the authority’s instruction of condemning the newspaper. Despite the 
optimistic trend that in producing news stories Chinese journalists now can frequently quote 
103 
 
adversary external sources and conduct independent, unauthorized investigation, the Chinese 
propaganda czars continue to issue new regulations and policies towards the media in order to 
successfully control the increasingly challenging public sphere. Therefore, as long as the stringent 
censorship exists, the “invisible war” between government and media would continue. 
 
To conclude this section, it has become a common sense for Chinese Internet users to artfully and 
skilfully use the Internet in their daily online discourse practices. In the complex media 
environment, the dialectical wrestling between power and resistance has had a profound impact on 
the behaviour patterns of Chinese netizens and the state power. In general, this resistance is not only 
technical but also ideological. And in certain circumstances, the countermeasures are differentiated 
case by case. This case study presents an effort to reveal Chinese netizens’ resistance during a 
highly censored environment and investigate the surviving dissonance on social media could give 
insights into the subtle tricks of countering the very sophisticated censorship. 
4.5 Discussion and conclusion 
This case study investigates one of the most important political events in 2012—the CPC’s 18th 
Congress—and tries to map out the landscape of the online public sphere constructed by social 
media. From the public discourse, Chinese netizens were found to be concerned with a wide range 
of social issues such as housing, sports, anti-corruption, environment, human rights and reform. 
However, due to the stringent censorship online and constrictive measures offline, this public 
sphere was fundamentally dominated by the official discourse of the traditional media and their 
representatives on Weibo. To express their discontent with the lack of freedom of speech and the 
political system, Chinese citizens practised a subtle form of political resistance, which reshaped the 
individual’s behaviours and their relationship with the state.  
 
In Section 4.1.3, I argue that one significant difference between Twitter and Sina Weibo lies in the 
use of hashtags. The process of hashtagging is one way for Twitter to realise the notion of a 
vernacular public sphere (Faina, 2012). This function has improved the searchability of the topic, 
and further blurred the lines between institutional and non-institutional discourses. However, a large 
fraction of users on Sina Weibo is observed to not be keen to make use of hashtags (Gao et al., 
2012), implying that hashtag-based user profiles or topic modelling based on hashtags, as proposed 
by Romero et al. (cited in Gao et al. 2012), seem not to be appropriate on Sina Weibo. Gao et al. 
further argue that it is due to the “high power distance” (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010) in 
China’s society that Chinese users are less eager to disclose information by using hashtags that 
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enable the searchability of their posts by other users  in the public. In another sense, it also implies 
that the lower use of hashtags can help Chinese users to avoid their posts being censored in some 
sensitive situations. 
 
According to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, power distance is “the extent to which the less 
powerful members of organisations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that 
distributed unequally” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 28; Hofstede & Peterson, 2000, p. 401). Cultures that 
endorse low power distance expect and accept power relations that are more consultative or 
democratic. People relate to one another more as equals, regardless of status, and are more 
comfortable with and demand the right to contribute to and monitor the decision-making process of 
the rulers. By contrast, in a high power distance society such as China, as in this case study, when 
the less powerful are in relations with the power that is more autocratic and paternalistic, ordinary 
people do not attribute much impact to their individual activities on the formidable authority system, 
especially when regarding the rulers’ internal affairs. 
 
This can well explain Chinese Internet users’ apathy during the Party’s Congress. Ordinary citizens 
are believed to make light of their posts in terms of influencing the supreme Party-related issues, 
especially when positioned in a public sphere dominated by institutional actors and the traditional 
media who fill the “discourse void” generated by the top-down censorship and the media’s 
self-censorship. 
 
Though the censors deleted most sensitive posts in incredibly quickly, making the online sphere 
more singular and homogeneous, there was still evidence of some fragmentation of truths about this 
political issue that was uncovered by examining the few, but boldly articulated, weibo posts. As G. 
Yang (2009) points out, when examined in a zoom-in manner, the Chinese cyberspace is actually 
filled with contention or occasionally even dissent about society. In this monitored online public 
sphere, we can still observe a divergence of public discourse compared with the mainstream media. 
A subtle political resistance becomes possible partly because of the infinite possibilities of Chinese 
language, and partly because of technological innovation in, and the commercialisation of, Chinese 
media, which introduces new media to facilitate a degree of individual autonomy, and creates 
popular culture to bracket tawdry, self-indulgent communication modes (McCormick, 2006). 
 
Featured by subversive vocabulary, codes, satire and allegories that are lucid to netizens, but elusive 
to the censorship mechanism, the culture of resistance has become an integral constitution of the 
Chinese online public sphere, and its creativity and unpredictability provide opportunities to 
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complicate censorship and challenge the authority. Projecting onto the aspect of state-society 
relation, the impeded interaction between the institutional actors representing the state power and 
the civic actors representing the civil society featured the event throughout. As a matter of fact, the 
confrontation between state and society emerged so evidently in an unconventional way, for 
example, the society’s reluctant conformance with an undercurrent of insinuation.  
 
Despite the fact that the more open leadership in conjunction with the massive societal effects of 
economic decentralisation and decontrol give rise to an expectation and a momentum for continuing 
liberalisation, the prospects for a smooth development from liberalisation to democratisation in 
media and press are still constrained by the official communication structure and the relatively 
monistic structure of party leadership. The official communications structure tends to provide for 
public consumption only information that supports the leadership’s current agenda. The public’s 
desire for credible, non-official information is mainly supplied by rumour and alternative channels 
that most Chinese citizens have no access to. And their discontent with the status quo is only 
expressed subtly through the aforementioned linguistic or technical skills. This results in two 
disjunctive communication worlds, the official and the unofficial, and in nature the relation between 
the two worlds is confrontational and hostile. 
 
That being said, these individual efforts of circumventing censorship and resisting the state could be 
anything but attempt to change the fundamental regime. Even behind the most vitriolic self-talking 
and mental catharsis, people’s hope of changing the status quo is still placed on the government. 
Within the tradition of Confucianism, which features in Chinese political culture and social ethics, 
all individuals have a moral duty to worry about the state and involve oneself in issues outside of 
one’s job description (Kluver, 1999). Nonetheless some issues are far beyond ordinary people’s 
abilities; therefore, the government, which has a “Mandate of Heaven”, thus obtains a natural 
legitimacy to manage everything from national affairs to individual matters. So, practically, the 
paramount power of the single-party rule can still linger because of this cultural foundation, 
combined with the long-established control of CPC’s apparatus, mouthpieces and other 
socio-political cybernetic systems.  
 
In this sense, the confrontation between the state and society is a kind of “mild” one, with 
possibilities of shifting to worsening or bettering-off status. And the complexity of this online public 
sphere cannot be reduced to a simple zero-sum game between the state and the emerging civil society 
(Pei, 2010). As Foucault points out, “discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or 
raised up against it…  We must make allowances for the complex and unstable process whereby a 
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discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling point 
of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; 
it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart’ 
(1998: pp. 100-101). The power and democratic notion of social media discourses has not yet come 
in full swing, and the change and progress it brings about should be measured in years and decades 
with an incremental fashion, and unsurprisingly, be slowest in this long-lived authoritarian regime. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
107 
 
Chapter 5 Case study: China air pollution issue 
Particulate matter, or PM, is the term for particles found in the air, including dust, dirt, soot, smoke, 
and liquid droplets. PM2.5 particles are air pollutants with a diameter of 2.5 micrometres or less, 
small enough to invade even the smallest airways; they are referred to as “fine” particles and are 
believed to pose the greatest health risks. PM2.5 is held to be a more accurate reflection of air 
quality than other standards of measurement, but information about it had never previously been 
made available to the public in China. 
The public debate on PM2.5 first began on Weibo in December 2011, when it became known that 
air-quality monitoring results released by Beijing’s weather-forecast station and the U.S. Embassy 
in Beijing often differed. While the results from the embassy often described Beijing’s air quality as 
“hazardous” or “dangerous”, the Beijing weather-forecast station would describe the pollution as 
“minor”. Both sources defended their stances by saying that the difference resulted from using 
different measurement standards, which even caused diplomatic conflict (XinhuaNews, 2012). The 
online public opinion urged the government to apply the tighter PM2.5 standard. In February 2012, 
the State Council added PM2.5 to the newly revised National Ambient Air Quality Standard and 
applied it to dozens of pilot cities. 
Statistics from China’s Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) indicate that cities in China’s 
three key industrial and developed regions, the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei area, the Yangtze River Delta 
and the Pearl River Delta, suffer over 100 haze days every year with PM2.5 concentration two to 
four times above the World Health Organisation guidelines. The heated public discussion over 
PM2.5 led to its installation as a new national indicator for air-quality monitoring, as well as a new 
Airborne Pollution Prevention and Control Action plan (2013–2017), which was issued in early 
2013 with a focus on those three geographical areas, and would be backed by 1,700 billion yuan 
(about 292 million Australian dollars) governmental investment. Yet, public health risks and 
economic loss caused by PM2.5 continue to be of great public concern as long as the “airpocalypse” 
constantly appears in more and more Chinese cities. 
This case study traces the public discussion on Sina Weibo for one month, and attempts to figure 
out the following:  
 what information ordinary Chinese citizens would like to share on their public space 
about the air-quality issue 
 how different groups of involved actors are related to each other in the public discourse 
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 what further implications the civil discursive engagement may have to the emerging 
green public sphere and Chinese civil society. 
5.1 China’s economy and environmentalism 
Since its reform and opening up in 1978, China has witnessed a thriving economy that makes it a 
global economic superpower. However, this prosperity has been achieved at the expense of 
environmental sustainability and by taking a route of “polluting first and cleaning up later”. In 
recent decades, the consequences of the unsustainable economic growth have come into play as the 
natural and ecological environment is subjected to tremendous and irreversible degradation.  
 
Despite the state’s efforts in making environmental protection policies over decades, politics still 
tends to give priority to the economy, especially when the country’s economic development is in 
full swing. Environmental policies often remain on paper because they are poorly implemented with 
rare coordination and endeavour of all relevant departments at national, provincial and local levels. 
Lo and Fryxell (2003) attribute this political ambiguity to China’s long-established fragmented 
bureaucracy, political obstruction of the more powerful ministries and a shortage of resources. 
Theoretically speaking, China has never had a shortage of environmental policies and laws in place 
that should have been able to alleviate the deteriorating environment; however, their effectiveness 
of these policies and laws rests on the government’s adherence to them.  
 
Researchers believe that the relationship between environmentalism and the economy is not a 
zero-sum gain (Schofer & Granados, 2006). Nonetheless, in China, the economy always wins in 
terms of political priority. The decentralisation of power and jurisdiction in current political reforms 
has given considerable autonomy and flexibility to local governments and private sectors in many 
fields. However, this political decentralisation also makes it more difficult for the central 
government to carry out macro-control over environmental issues in general because the devolution 
of political power to local levels entitles the local governments to discretionary authority in 
environmental policies.  
  
As one consequence of this political decentralisation, local protectionism has become an umbrella 
for collusion between local governments and businesses, and has severely circumscribed the force 
of environmental regulations. For instance, in China, many township enterprises laden with 
pollution survive and thrive with little punishment from local environmental bureaus because they 
are major contributors to local economic development. The local governments believe that closing 
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them down would lead to vast unemployment and social unrest, which would hinder the promotion 
of local officials. Some local governments even ask the environmental bureaus to cover up for 
polluting companies by tampering with environmental monitoring reports provided to the 
higher-ups. For the same reason, local governments usually ignore companies that have foreign 
investment and are ostracized by their home countries due to their environmental infractions (X. Li, 
2013). 
 
The green economy is a new mode of economy that results in reducing environmental risks and 
ecological scarcities, and that aims for sustainable development without degrading the environment. 
It requires more investment in green apparatus and substantial resources to process waste and 
pollutants in industries. Since the 11th Five-Year Plan (2006–2010) was carried out, China had 
taken considerable steps to shift to a low-carbon growth strategy and allocated significant shares of 
investments to green sectors; in its 12th Five-Year Plan (2011–2015), one of the key themes is 
protect the environment and shift from a high resource-consuming economy to a green economy. 
However, the continuing conflict between economic development and environmentalism has 
become the most challenging roadblock to the application of the new green initiative. So far the 
practice of the green economy by and large remains marginalised in most regions, and on rare 
occasions, officials have been held to account for nonfeasance in environmental issues. 
 
The mode of economic development with high capital investment, resource consumption and 
pollution discharge may result in short-term prosperity, but in the long run, it has catastrophic 
consequences for both the economy and the environment. The experience of many developed 
countries indicates that a country can actually get more benefit from a pro-environmental economy 
that is guaranteed by a mature and effective environmental-protection mechanism. The 
establishment of such a mechanism relies not only on the strict implementation of existing 
environmental policies, but also on a relatively wide public support and a robust civil society.  
 
Nowadays, there is a new trend happening in public counteraction towards environmental issues. 
With the aid of the Internet and social media such as Weibo, Chinese citizens are enabled to employ 
more peaceful ways to resist the government, including online petitions and campaigns, and offline 
organised protests that do not aim to challenge the regime. Compared to the physical places that are 
highly monitored by the state apparatuses, Internet and social media have offered an alternative 
channel for protest and signatory campaigns. The government also becomes more tolerant to such 
incidents as long as they are constrained in a scope of control. On one hand, technically it is actually 
impossible to eliminate online gatherings. On the other, for the government, there is not much to 
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gain in alienating the core segment of Chinese civil society that it needs the most in its economic 
modernisation campaigns. So we have reason to believe that the increasing public opposition to 
environmental degradation could spur the government to reform environmental management, and in 
the course of negotiating with all stakeholders involved, the government may achieve the delicate 
balance between economic growth and environmental protection. 
5.2 Social media and environment 
The use of social media and mobile applications for personal interaction enables the creating and 
sharing of user-generated content, and thereby, changes the ways we learn, perceive and think about 
the world we live in. It is not surprising that environmental groups are using these technologies for 
publishing, microblogging, online campaigning and mobilisation. Many large and small 
environmental organisations, from Greenpeace International to the Green Education Group, a 
community tree-protection group in the Chinese University of Hong Kong, are active on Facebook 
or other social networking sites. The members are enabled to share photos or tips for living green, 
to explore these organisations’ recent campaigns, and finally, to form a green community at both an 
international level and a local level. 
 
Social media are regularly used to mobilise the general public to support various environmental 
causes, such as to recruit members and volunteers, to fundraise, and to promote and facilitate 
environmental campaigns. The interactivity between the organisations and supporters may lead to 
greater civil involvement by constructing an online “civic commons” and providing policy advice 
for the government (Hemmi & Crowther, 2013).  
 
Specifically, Cox (2013) describes six ways that social media can change environmental 
communication: (1) environmental information and buzz, (2) green communities and social 
networking, (3) reporting and documenting, (4) public criticism and accountability, (5) mobilizing, 
and (6) micro-volunteering and self-organising. This description comprehensively covers the wide 
range of social media usage by journalists, environmental non-governmental organisations 
(ENGOs), public agencies and individuals for environmental advocacy.  
 
In China’s context, mass environmental protests have increased 29% per year since 1996, and by a 
staggering 120% in 2012, according to Yang Zhaofei, vice-chair of the Chinese Society for 
Environmental Sciences. Before social media was invented, protesters had utilised the Internet and 
mobile phones to initiate and organise campaigns that addressed the local environmental issues of 
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concern. Now Chinese citizens are increasingly turning to social media, such as Sina Weibo, to vent 
their anger over environmental pollution, and the government has been forced to respond to these 
public interrogations. A green public has been emerging, along with frequent large-scale public 
debates on environmental issues. The Internet and newer social media have also provided the public 
with more access to environmental information. In some cases, citizens’ continuous monitoring on 
the government’s performance in environmental incidents has accelerated the process of solving the 
problems.  
For example, after a water dispute arising in Weifang in East China—where the polluted 
underground water had given high rates of stomach cancer over years—Deng Fei (@Dengfei), a 
former investigative journalist and now an influential activist, initiated the “China Water Crisis 
Independent Investigation” on Weibo. This program regularly releases information about water 
quality nationwide. Following the air-quality crisis this case study starts with, a former journalist, 
political blogger and dissident, Michael Anti, set up a project named “China Air Daily”. This 
website updates photos and satellite pictures of select cities in China as records of the improvement 
or deterioration of air quality in these cities. 
Other Chinese civic organisations, such as the Institution of Public & Environmental Affairs, have 
also monitored the Chinese environment through mapping out the water, air and solid waste 
pollution in most Chinese cities over the years. These organisations also provide professional 
knowledge and advice for the public and the relevant industries. The strong wave of these 
grassroots movements has expedited the rise of a Chinese environmental movement that pushes for 
more informational transparency in environment quality and monitors the environmental 
governance of the authorities.  
When record-breaking smog again shrouded north-eastern China in January 2013, one year after the 
State Council applied the stricter PM2.5 standard to Chinese urban cities, the public knew about it 
instantly from Weibo thanks to the sharing from the pollution-monitoring apps on their smart 
phones; as a result, the central government rolled out new anti-pollution measures within days 
(Hook, 2013). In fact, in cities around the world, social media have given committed air-quality 
campaigners a powerful tool for drawing attention to an issue whose profile remains relatively low 
despite its big impact on urban dweller’s health (Gardiner, 2014).  
The World Health Organization estimates that dirty air prematurely kills more than six million 
people a year. In China, a cooperative study published in 2012 by Peking University and 
environmental group Greenpeace estimated that there were 8,572 premature deaths in Shanghai, 
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Guangzhou, Xi’an and Beijing in 2010 that could be attributed to PM2.5 air pollution; the study 
also found that this number would keep increasing year by year (Greenpeace, 2012). Therefore, it is 
no accident that this deadly environmental issue has drawn high attention from the whole society 
and fostered a green civil discourse that incubates pluralistic views on environmental issues and 
engages citizens in politics and public policy without being primary political (Calhoun & G. Yang, 
2007). And the proliferation of environmental discourse, or to use Calhoun and G. Yang’s term, a 
greenspeak, will finally depend on the participation from a range of civil society actors including 
citizens, the traditional media, social media and ENGOs. 
 
The key to understanding the role of social media in the framing of environmental issues lies in how 
online public discourse comes to be understood as facilitating environmental discourse and 
online/offline green campaigns, and possibly inducing institutional or policy changes. 
5.3 Data and methods 
After the heated dispute over the air quality in Beijing, “PM2.5”, though an obscure meteorological 
terminology, has been widely known and used as the synonym for “air pollution” by ordinary 
Chinese citizens. Thus, the researcher used “PM2.5” as the keyword and searched for relevant posts 
on Weibo with a period spanning from 1 January to 31 January, 2014. Without authorized access to 
the database of Sina Weibo, which is only available to its privileged business partners, the 
researcher had to harvest most posts manually day by day, after all posts were already published, 
and obtained more than 25,000 raw posts. The data was then processed by text editing software, and 
formatted into a Comma Separated Values (CSV) file, which is compatible with Leximancer. 
Leximancer as text-analytics software mainly deals with data in textual format. Thus, in this thesis, 
the data for analysis is also focused on text rather than other media formats that coexist on Weibo, 
such as images, audio and video. Pictures, emoticons, videos and audio files were intentionally left 
out during processing. Overall, the researcher obtained 20,728 posts for further analysis. 
 
The researcher also engaged in participant observation throughout the project as an active Weibo 
user and media consumer. The researcher’s relevant knowledge and a comprehensive understanding 
of the issue under study were developed through close attention to the evolution of the issue on both 
social media and the traditional media over a period of time. Apart from Weibo, the thesis also 
looks closely at other media data, such as news articles in the mainstream media, which is 
indispensable to the researcher’s deeper understanding of the phenomenon despite not serving as 
the direct analytic target in this case study. 
113 
 
 
In this case study, I critically examine how public discourse on Weibo may contribute to 
environmental activism in Chinese civil society. Since the data collected from Weibo are mainly 
texts, the approach will be discourse-analytical, which means the public discourse is not treated as 
mere messages whose content is analysed in a superficial, quantitative way. Rather, I examine the 
complex structures and strategies of online public discourse and its relations to the social context. In 
this case, the social context consists of the online and offline activities of ordinary citizens, ENGOs 
as well as the government’s response to citizens’ concerns in the increasingly democratic Chinese 
society. More specifically, by conducting a systematic investigation of online discourse, I attempt to 
figure out what role the social media in general, and online public discourse in particular, plays in 
the reproduction of greenspeak in civil society. 
 
Following the analytical procedures indicated in the Chapter 3, the analysis section below shows 
how these methods were applied to the data-analysis process, how the public discourse framed the 
environmental issues and how the involved civil society actors made sense of the online civil 
discourse and constructed a reality of their own. With ample empirical textual examples from the 
online civic discourse, the case study aims to map out a concrete construction process of the green 
public sphere emerging from the issue-specific online civil discourse. 
5.4 Results 
5.4.1 A benign communication chain composed of various social actors 
The social actors represented in the sample data can be recognised by their belonging categories of 
the Weibo identity verification system. Sina Weibo’s identification is like Twitter’s verified account, 
which verifies the identity of famous people, organisations and so on. Once a user gets through the 
verification on the Internet, a coloured “V” will be added behind their username. An orange “V” is 
for people, while a blue one is for organisations and companies. Also, there will be a graph and a 
declaration on its user page to show the verification. There are several kinds of verifications: 
individual (e.g., a celebrity), university, organisation, government departments, media platforms 
and companies. 
 
In this case, the typology of involved actors can be attributed to three categories: individual actor, 
organisation actor, and media actor. The distribution of the 20,728 posts contributed by each 
category is shown in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1 The distribution of posts by user category 
User category Post counts Percentage 
Individual actor 17663 85% 
Organisational actor 1355 6% 
Media actor 1710 9% 
 
Individual actor 
 
The individual actor, in this case, includes users with personal verification, and a lot of others 
without any verification. Individual actors are ordinary citizens vis-à-vis government or other social 
organisations, in spite of the fact that celebrities, activists, and public opinion leaders may also exert 
wide influence on the public discourse as the institutional users do. A large proportion (85%) of 
public discourse about the air-quality issue has been contributed by ordinary citizens. That is to say, 
Weibo has provided an open platform for public discussions about social problems and has made 
these discussions accessible to a wider civil engagement.  
 
In day-to-day civil discoursal practices, only a small number of individual posts can gain 
remarkable attention from the public. Yet the wider participation of ordinary citizens is still 
indispensable to retain their core mission of acting as watchdogs, ethical guardians and advocates of 
the marginalised or under-represented. For example, the residents in rural areas who are severely 
affected by environmental pollution but do not have access to the Internet or possess enough online 
skills to voice their concerns. Such practice is quotidian, but very valuable in that, collectively, it 
can urge the government to acknowledge the problems and respond with possible countermeasures. 
 
In some cases, certain individuals may act in the public interest as whistle-blowers, holding 
institutions or officials to account, and may spark a larger public debate. Pan Shiyi (@panshiyi), the 
aforementioned business celebrity who first pointed out the divergence in PM2.5 readings between 
the U.S. Embassy in Beijing and the local weather-forecast authority, is a good example of such 
whistle-blowers. The “common good” they stand for, their professional competence in seizing and 
analysing information, and their large social networks, make these people very likely to become 
noteworthy opinion leaders who can positively influence the public agenda and shape the 
environmental debate with aligned interest groups.  
 
Organisational actor 
115 
 
 
Governmental and non-governmental organisations, such as commercial organisations and other 
civil institutions, also make use of social media to promote their interests or advocate their causes 
by releasing information and mobilizing citizens. From Table 6, it is clear that such organisations 
only contribute 6% of all input into the public discourse on the PM2.5 issue. But this does not mean 
the organisational actors have failed to engage themselves in these issues and monitor the 
environmental governance of the regime. In fact, these actors, especially the ENGOs, have fully 
utilised the Internet to disseminate information and mobilise other peer groups and ordinary citizens 
to negotiate with the government on the issue. Some examples of the actions of organisational 
actors include calling on the government to publish data on sources of pollution (not limited to air 
pollution) and making such information more transparent and accessible to the public (Song, 2014).  
 
Among many others, Greenpeace and its regional branches nationwide, for example, have published 
on Weibo both generic information such as updated news, and professional knowledge such as 
research reports on air pollution. Similarly, local environmental groups, from the Institute of Public 
& Environmental Affairs (IPE) to Greenbreath, also regularly publish air-monitoring results and 
other relevant information about environment protection. Different from individual actors that focus 
on personal experience and instant emotion in their content, organisational actors are often more 
able to access local knowledge, expertise and insight to reach the goal, improve credibility of 
environmental activities and provide socially and environmentally responsible policy references. 
 
Local environmental protection bureaus (EPBs) are an important force in shaping the public 
discourse on environmental issues. However, local EPBs have been in an awkward position 
between the state and market since China’s GDP-oriented economic growth model has rendered 
China’s environmental governance a centrally planned one (Carter & Mol, 2006). They are heavily 
dependent on (in both administrative and financial terms) higher-level environmental authorities 
and on local governments, which often turn a blind eye to local enterprises’ environmental 
violations for the sake of local economic prosperity. Little importance is given to environmental 
criteria in assessing the performance of local governments, and limited empowerment is given to 
the environmental authorities (Lotspeich & Chen, 1997). Therefore, Weibo has provided an 
unprecedented opportunity for these institutions to play the dual role of providing authoritative 
116 
 
information and monitoring environmental violations to increase their visibility in public 
environmental issues and get away from the traditional “straw man” image9. 
 
Media actor 
 
Many traditional media organisations have opened official accounts on Weibo. These official 
accounts tend to not only extend the content of their original prints to the Weibosphere but also 
develop their own reportage guidelines in accordance with social media’s unique characteristics. 
With regard to the air-quality issue, the media actors, though accounting for a minor 9% of the 
sample posts, informed the audience of the latest environmental measures or policies initiated by 
governments at all levels, and actually played the role of intermediary between the governments and 
the common public. 
 
In mainland China, all media outlets including the state-run media and independent media are 
administered by various government agencies and regulators. Self-censorship is widely employed 
by designated editors to make sure the content is “ideologically right” before publication. When 
Weibo is utilised by these media actors, many topics that were discarded by print media outlets due 
to their sensitiveness or page limits now have a chance to go public. Albeit still guided by their 
respective censorship policies, these media accounts obtain more freedom on Weibo because they 
undertake the responsibility of demonstrating a new image of a more open, democratic government.  
 
People’s Daily, the official newspaper of the Party, usually provides information and discussion on 
the policies and viewpoints of the government, mostly from positive angles. However, its Weibo 
account @People’sDaily occasionally criticizes the government with surprisingly candid content. 
Back to the pollution issue, People’s Daily once posted: 
[MicroEditorial: how many “state secrets out there] The soil pollution data, state 
secret; the information about the meeting for formulating new Raw Milk 
Standard, state secret…… “State secret”, is like a maxim for “refusing to be 
open”. Is it really involved in classified information, or just because the 
information may provoke public discontent? At the very beginning of SARS and 
PM2.5 dispute, they both were treated as unspoken secrets. Now people freely 
                                               
9 In Plight and way-out: A sociological perspective on the Straw Man phenomenon in China’s environmental protection, Chuansong 
Ma uses the term “straw man” to describe local environmental authorities’ dwarfed situation in which they are often required by the 
local governments to convoy the polluting enterprises to insure both high GDP growth and tax revenues. 
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discuss them and nothing bad actually happens. Covering up only makes people 
speculate that they are tricked. 
Compared with the mass media’s conventional way of disseminating information, the intermediary 
role of these media actors on social media is more prominent. This is because they not only run a 
news service aligned with their traditional guidelines, but also produce more freestyle news that 
caters to the common social media audience members who wish not to be fed by top-down 
information flow, but rather, an equal, dialogic communication. Therefore, the discourse they 
represent to guide public opinion includes more than just the official views; they also provide the 
views of the populace to add affinity and diversity to the public discourse.  
5.4.2 Diversified language rhetoric and discursive strategies 
As indicated above, a benign communication chain constituted by the ordinary citizens, media, 
environmental organisations and environmental authorities has been formed. They accordingly 
assume different duties in this process. Specifically, ordinary citizens retain their quotidian mission 
of acting as watchdogs, ethical guardians and advocates of marginalised or under-represented 
interests. Environmental organisations monitor environmental governance, work with other peer 
groups and mobilise citizens to participate in all kinds of environmental causes. For the 
governmental institutions, Sina Weibo has provided a platform for them to provide authoritative 
information, increase their visibility in public issues and get away from their long-standing negative 
image of nonfeasance. Media actors, including both the government mouthpieces and other outlets, 
play an intermediate role in creating a dialogic space between the government and the civil society. 
 
These actors accordingly used different discursive strategies to fulfil their commitment in the public 
discourse. Despite the difference between the language and rhetoric used by different categories of 
actors, they all show conformity to the nature of social media and adopt a language style that is 
brief, instant and casual. In general, Weibo users tended to vent their feelings about the daily air 
quality in an instant, personalised way, and through the language choices, their posts created a 
negative picture of the air conditions in their home cities.  
 
Most users tended to publish air-quality readings when the air quality turned out to be not that good. 
So a large proportion of posts strongly expressed residents’ dissatisfaction with the air they breathe 
in every day. And the choice of language and rhetoric formations overall gives a negative 
representation of the air-pollution issue. For instance, this negative representation can be manifested 
by the repeated use of negative words when related to air quality, such as “polluted”, “harmful”, 
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“unhealthy”, “severe”, “serious”, “heavily”, “bad”, “worse”, “suffering” and “choking”. Such 
negative words were employed thousands of times (an estimate of 7,889 times) throughout the data, 
compared with the much less frequent use of positive words like “good” or “healthy” (an estimate 
of 349 times).  
 
There were many complaints about the polluted air, but many other posts conveyed a neutral 
sentiment or positive messages, such as those about a new air-pollution control policy, or bringing 
forth their optimistic expectation of such policies. As a result, the sentiment analysis of the data 
turns out neutral on the whole and the public discourse remains in a rational spectrum, highlighting 
the element of reason that is embedded in a healthy public sphere in civil society.  
 
Different discursive strategies are adopted by different social actors to frame a certain reality, which 
in this case study, is a reality of air pollution in China. The framing as an action involves the 
selection and composition of the facts, opinions and values, and by organising discourse, guides the 
social actors to produce their own meanings about this social phenomenon. In the following 
paragraphs, these strategies are explained and illustrated by first-hand examples. 
 
Citizens: depoliticizing a political issue 
 
In this case study, the citizen users on Weibo tended to be apolitical when discussing the 
air-pollution issue, even though the issue per se is in fact very political. De-politicalizing the issue 
can avoid attracting the censors’ gaze: users just record something quotidian or vent their instant 
feelings, and do not intend to put forward any political claims about it (see Table 5.2). 
Table 5.2 Examples of citizens’ discursive strategies 
No. Example post Process 
1 Beijing’s PM2.5…Even though it’s a nice day, my face is still stained with a lot of black 
dust. Feel a bit clean only after washing my face twice with facial bar. 
Realise PM2.5’s harm to 
health (e.g., skin 
problems) 
2 
Recently Chongqing has been often shrouded by smog, who can tell me how much 
PM2.5 it contains? Today I got something amazing: TFBOYS mask! Mum, don't worry 
about my flu any more. The mask can protect me from PM2.5! 
Action of protection 
(e.g., using mask) 
3 
Every night this restaurant makes this road have a strong smell of BBQ because its boss 
used a formidable electric exhaust fan. I liked BBQ very much but now thinking of 
PM2.5 I usually avoid this road… 
Condemn activities that 
contribute to pollution 
(e.g., BBQ) 
4 
Recently the air pollution is really severe. But I often see some people burn rubbish off 
the street. Today I saw a woman started to burn her rubbish so I went over and told her 
to stop burning rubbish any more. But when I left she resumed again. People’s 
environmental awareness is really low. Next time when I travel on bicycle, I will wear a 
T-shirt with the slogan: In order to reduce PM2.5 and protect environment, please don't 
burn rubbish on site.  
Protest activities that 
contribute to pollution 
(e.g., burning rubbish) 
5 
The noise of firecrackers outside has silenced the television. This is the real atmosphere 
of Spring Festival. However, the result of this jubilation is: tomorrow’s PM2.5 reading 
will be off the chart! 
Question cultural 
traditions that contribute 
to pollution (e.g., setting 
off fireworks during 
Chinese New Year) 
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By describing how PM2.5 or its related activities have been affecting their personal lives in the 
offline lifeworld, ordinary Chinese citizens position themselves as the sufferer/victim of the 
deteriorating environment, which, unavoidably, can be attributed to a degree of government 
malfunction. However, it seems that the citizens tend not to question the political actors on this 
issue, but rather, narrate a specific situation without imputation. It is also worth noting that this 
strategy is not necessarily carefully planned. The mental organisation of such a process may range 
from automatic to highly conscious (Wodak, 1999). 
 
Although citizens were keener to share their personal experience or feelings about a particular issue 
on Weibo, from another perspective, their messages still showed their relationship to wider cultural 
and social frameworks. Through the frequent act of reporting air-quality readings, these citizens 
constructed the issue as a nasty hassle that they had to deal with daily and tried every means to fight 
against.  
 
Other social actors such as scientists and public officials are also involved as citizen groups in this 
case study. But they are not just common citizens. Scientists can utilise their professional 
knowledge to testify, and lead to important investigations of, and debates about, environmental 
problems affecting human health. Sometimes environmental scientists’ research is disputed or 
misinterpreted, as indicated by some examples in this case study; therefore, effective science 
communication has also become an issue that matters to a healthy green public sphere. Public 
officials as individuals are at the heart of the political and legislative process because they must 
reconcile the arguments and interests of the diverse voices speaking for or against specific 
environmental policies (Cox, 2013). Usually less visible to the public due to their governmental 
position, public officials’ participation in the public discourse is supposed to be a balancing act 
between contending forces of various interest groups including the government, industries and the 
general public. 
 
Media: building responsibility 
 
As an intermediary between the state and civil society, the media actors have, on one hand, 
conveyed informational messages to the public, and on the other, attempted to build responsibility 
for both the citizens and governmental institutions, which can be viewed as the media’s intrinsic 
responsibility. To achieve this purpose, the media actors usually inform people of particular critical 
facts, or persuade people into action. In this case study, media actors constructed the air-pollution 
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issue as a serious, urgent social problem that needed responsibility and action from both individuals 
and the government (see Table 5.3). 
 
Table 5.3 Examples of media’s discursive strategies 
No. Example post Process 
1 
 [Experts: poor quality face masks are more dangerous than haze] recently nationwide smog 
has sieged Chinese people. PM2.5 face mask has become popular thanks to people’s rising 
awareness of health. However, some experts warn that poor quality masks may delay the right 
protective measures and what’s worse is they may cause more harm to people’s health with 
secondary pollution. 
Inform harm 
2 
 [smoking 3 cigarettes indoor results in PM2.5 exceeding 30 times of the standard]Today the 
National Health and Family Planning Commission declared to promote the tobacco control 
legislation. Warning: lighting a cigarette in a 15 ㎡ room will increase PM2.5 concentration 
from 32μg/m³to 1100μg/m³ instantly; Lighting 3 cigarettes will increase the number to 2248, 
exceeding 30 times of the national air quality standard. It will take 16 hours’ ventilation to go 
back to normal. Please quit smoking for your health! 
Persuade people 
into action 
(quitting smoking) 
3 
[During “two sessions” citizens are most concerned with how to control haze] the annual 
sessions of the Shanghai Municipal People's Congress and the Shanghai Committee of the 
Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference are drawing near. What issues are people 
and representatives concerned with? The report of Jiefang Daily conducted man-on-the 
–street interviews and found “air”, “transportation”, “food safety”, “housing price” were most 
frequently mentioned. An 83-year-old party member hoped the representatives to tell the truth 
rather than lies; community residents looked up at the sky, and said they were very concerned 
with PM2.5. 
Inform citizens’ 
concerns 
4 
 On the first day of new year, many places of the province came across the hotbed weather 
for haze—heavy fog. Do you still want to set off firecrackers to worsen this situation? 
Yesterday the real-time AQI of Zhengzhou increased from 216 at 9am to 291 at 7pm, with 
PM2.5 index increasing from 130 at 7am to 241 at 5pm. Please set off fewer firecrackers to 
protect our health. The anti-firecracker action is underway; the fresh air is not far. By Dahe 
Daily journalist Zhukun. 
Persuade people 
out of a certain 
behaviour (setting 
off firecrackers) 
5 
[Beijing municipal government’s thanks to citizens: PM2.5 index lower than expected] 
According to Beijing Daily, today Beijing municipal government released an open letter to 
thank the citizens for responding to its call for setting off fewer fireworks and firecrackers to 
reduce air pollution. “On New Year’s Eve, less fireworks and firecrackers were set off, and 
the resulting injuries and fires decreased remarkably. The PM2.5 index was lower than 
expected…Here sincere thanks to all the citizens!” 
Inform the effect 
of action, 
persuading more 
people into action 
 
News media not only report the air-pollution issue and warn the public of the harm it may do to 
human health, but also attempt to build its responsibility of persuading people into environmental 
protection, such as quitting smoking, and decreasing the consumption of fireworks. On the other 
hand, the media have an intermediary role between the officials and the populace: the media can 
inform the officials of the people’s concerns about the environmental crisis and spur policy changes 
at the institutional level. 
 
The news media not only report environmental events and convey information to the public, but 
also attempt to influence public attitudes through their agenda-setting function. Since news 
journalism usually has a criterion of newsworthiness towards events (Boyd, 1994), the media often 
filter or select issues for attention and choose how to frame or package a news story based on their 
agreed news values. While most environmental topics are less dramatic, news media usually only 
focus on some prominent stories rather than the trivial aspects of quotidian life. In terms of air 
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pollution, for instance, the crisis has actually existed for a long time. But in this case study, 
extensive news media, including the official media outlets, began to step in and cover the issue, not 
only because of the severity of the problem but also because it had already provoked a collective 
protest from a considerable proportion of the population. Suffice it to say, social media combined 
with mobile applications has greatly assisted the public opinion to reach such a tipping point. 
 
ENGOs: providing professional advice and legitimising their causes 
 
Focusing on education and volunteerism, environmental organisations disseminate information 
regarding environmental sustainability and organise environmental protection activities. In China, 
environmental organisations are best described as “governmental non-governmental organizations” 
(Schwartz, 2003: 36) because they are mostly established and funded by government agencies. 
Apart from educating the general public, these government-sponsored organisations also undertake 
the responsibilities of educating government officials at various levels and broadening their scope 
of knowledge of environmental issues. Therefore, these organisations’ public discourse on Weibo 
usually conveys authoritative knowledge to the public, and legitimises environmental issues as both 
politically and socially important issues that need to be treated seriously and urgently (see Table 
5.4). 
 
Table 5.4 Examples of ENGOs’ discursive strategies 
No. Example post Process 
1 
As showed by the pollution monitoring system of Hebei Environment Protection Authority, 
there are still factories discharging excessive pollutants even when PM2.5 reading is off the 
charts. From 12am-2pm on 16 January, in the most polluted Shijiazhuang, Langfang and 
Baoding, 6 factories were still discharging excessive pollutants. Oh dear, it’s already off the 
charts, how could you persist in discharging pollutants beyond limit?!  
Quote official 
information, 
question illegal act 
2 
Where does PM2.5 in Beijing come from?—Regarding the online discussion about the 
research report published by the Chinese Academy of Science on the chemical components 
of PM2.5 in Beijing, and whether the report truthfully reflects the source of PM2.5 pollution 
in Beijing, @invisibleFatguy as the head of Climate and Energy Campaign from 
Greenpeace will answer these questions to help citizens better understand the findings in the 
research report. For more details see image. 
Bring in expert 
opinion, legitimise 
scientific research 
3 
Is #Smog in Xi’an# different from that in other cities? Greenpeace and The School of 
Public Health of Peking University released a report-Dangerous Breath, investigating the 
harm PM2.5 has brought to Chinese urban citizens’ health. Based on the readings in 2010, 
Xi’an was no better than the heavily polluted Beijing and Shanghai, and confronts a tough 
task of curbing air pollution. Download the complete report here: http://t.cn/zj90yvc  
Quote authoritative 
research, legitimise 
appeal for action 
4 
[PM2.5 national ranking this morning] Good morning. News from 
Guardian: Study estimates that in 2011 there were 26 million people in China shortened 
their life expectancy due to the combustion of coal. Coal burning had led to 320,000 
children and 61,000 adults with asthma, and 36,000 newborns underweight. The study 
tracked coal combustion, airborne chemicals, and found they were very hazardous to health. 
Quote authoritative 
news sources 
5 
#Truth of Smog#--Research on PM2.5 pollution in Jing-Jin-Ji Area and Reduction 
Strategies shows that: Coal emission of atmospheric pollutants is the greatest source of 
smog across Beijing, Tianjin and Hebei. In terms of industries, coal, steel, and cement are 
the first pollutant, the emission of which includes soot, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxides and 
volatile organic compounds, constituting the main sources of smog and haze. More details: 
http://t.cn/8kIZMJC 
Quote authoritative 
research 
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Environmental organisations often quote credible officials, experts, scholars and other organisations 
to bring credibility and authoritativeness to their statements, and add professionalism and 
correctness to their content on Weibo, a site where less professional or even erroneous news stories 
are widely broadcast. The purpose of doing this is eventually to legitimise their position in 
educating both the public and government officials, and most importantly, in promoting 
environmental causes and mobilizing civil participation in the public agenda of environmental 
protection. 
 
Environment-related issues, such as public health rights and social justice advocated by 
environmental organisations, are also main topics of civil discourse. Apart from conveying 
environmental information to the lay public, these organisations also initiate a wide array of both 
online and offline campaigns. Diverse issues are addressed by environmental groups, not limited to 
air pollution. And for different issues, the strategies of their advocacy often differ. For example, in 
this case study, Greenpeace mainly published research reports and provided expert knowledge 
about pollution as its routine discourse practices on Weibo; local environmental groups such as the 
IPE and the China Air Quality Observation mainly collected updated pollution data and disclosed it 
to the public, and monitored and exposed polluting enterprises. The networked nature of social 
media suggests a more vigorous circulation of discourse among these environmental organisations 
and the general public. Supplementing the traditional environmental websites, mailing lists and 
forums, social media easily aggregate allied environmental organisations and recommend packaged 
information to interested users. 
5.4.3 Proactive civil discursive participation in a wide range of topics 
The data analysed in this case study were Weibo posts published by thousands of users on Sina 
Weibo throughout January 2014. Each post was within the limit of 140 Chinese characters and had 
a username followed by the content, which was either originally produced, or editorializing and 
forwarding others’ posts. The original posts also included information about the release time, 
location, platform (PC/mobile) or application people used to send the messages through.  
 
By the time of writing, the search results for “PM2.5” on Weibo have reached 23 million posts, 
unfolding a resourceful and active environmental discourse in the online public sphere. The sample 
data contains around 25,000 posts, which could present the dynamics of public discourse in one 
month and reveal part of the landscape of the Chinese green public and environmental discourse. 
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Figure 5.1 captures the main themes and concepts that emerged from the public discourse about the 
PM2.5 issue on Weibo, and reflects the topical issues that people are concerned with. Chinese 
citizens’ awareness of air pollution and environmental protection, in general, has been remarkably 
raised after the Beijing PM2.5 dispute of late 2011. The manifestation of this civil awareness is 
threefold in the data. 
 
 
 
Figure 5.1 The concept map and thematic summary 
 
First, public monitoring of urban air quality has become a routine practice. The relevant concepts in 
the concept map are “people”, “city” and “monitoring”. By using weather applications on mobile 
phones or keeping a close eye on PM2.5 monitoring websites, citizens have tended to develop a 
strong awareness of the environmental pollution in their home cities through a simple “sharing” 
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behaviour, and collectively have urged the Chinese authority to take more effective measures to 
curb the deteriorating situation. 
 
Second, realising the threat polluted air poses to public health, Chinese citizens have begun to 
initiate individual actions, such as wearing masks and using household air filters in their daily lives. 
The relevant concepts are “masks” and “skin”. This suggests that this environmental crisis has also 
become a huge business opportunity. However, these kinds of individual actions still need more 
guidance from authoritative organisations because many such anti-PM2.5 actions are based on 
rumours or unscientific sources. 
 
Last, but not least, with the living environment degrading day by day, Chinese citizens have begun 
to question some long-standing cultural traditions, such as setting off fireworks to celebrate lunar 
New Year (“Spring Festival”). The relevant concept is “fireworks”. Setting off firecrackers and 
fireworks in festivals has been a tradition for over two thousand years in China; therefore, many 
people had ignored the fact that these devices are sources of noise pollution and air pollution 
through carbon monoxide discharge. The “airpocalypse” lasting for the past three years has 
triggered alarm in the country. 
 
From a thorough viewing of all posts, the main content in the public discourse about the air quality 
involved a wide range of topics, which can be classified into four categories: informational message, 
commentary message, anti-rumour message, and advertisement. Table 5.5 shows each category’s 
proportion to the whole data and exemplifying texts.  
 
Table 5.5 Weibo content classification 
Category Amount Percentage Example post 
Commentary 
message 
13922 66.3% 
“[The creditor comes!] In the past 30 years China’s economy has become 
prosperous, the privileged class has pocketed enough money and undeniably 
ordinary people’s lives have also been improved a lot. However this is 
based on taking usury from environment and consuming next generations’ 
resources. Today the creditor comes! The whole country is shrouded in 
thick smog. And the water and soil pollution is even worse but nobody is 
aware of that.” 
Informational 
message 
5,311 25.3% 
“Beijing, Air Pollution Index: 181, Air quality: [moderately polluted]; 
PM2.5: 137μg/m³- published at 06:00:00.” 
Advertisement 1339 6.7% 
“The smog has brought a few new things to people’s lives. Among others, 
‘Micro-Shield’ utilises the aerodynamic principles and creative filter net 
structure, and can filter particulate as fine as 0.02 microns. Equipped with 
this technology, air purifier Philip AC4372 can build up a real protective 
screening for your body.” 
Anti-rumour 
message 
428 1.7% 
“30 aged Xiao Zhao heard that black fungus can help get rid of PM2.5 in 
lungs, so he cooked a ‘black fungus feast’ and ate three plates of black 
fungus. Unexpectedly he got diarrhoea for days. Yesterday he was 
diagnosed with acute gastroenteritis. Black fungus can be absorbed into 
gastrointestinal system only through digestive system, and cannot do 
anything to PM2.5 in respiratory system.” 
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The informational messages specify those Weibo posts relating to or providing basic information; 
in this case study, they literally report the air quality and PM2.5 reading in a particular city or 
location. Such posts account for about 25.3% of the whole data. Some of these posts were produced 
by the “share” function through external air-quality monitoring websites or mobile applications, but 
others were directly published by users.  
 
The content of such messages was usually short and brief reporting of official air-quality readings. 
A large number of such posts also came with images of local air condition photographed by users 
and location information automatically generated by Weibo’s location service. The other type of 
content mainly aimed to popularize the common knowledge of PM2.5, and improve people’s 
awareness of environmental protection and public health.  
 
For example, the following two posts exemplify the most common two forms of informational 
messages. 
Wulinglaoqiao: #Wuhan Air Diary# 2013-12-31 22:48. [PM2.5] Concentration: 
167.0ug/m3. [China AQI index/degree]: 218/heavily polluted. [U.S. AQI 
index/degree]: 217/very unhealthy (V.U.) [Tips]: Vulnerable and average groups 
should wear masks and avoid outdoor activities. See image. @wuhanair 
@KaiwenMap beta version http://t.cn/zjEghhc  
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Figure 5.2 A screenshot of “Wulinglaoqiao”’s post 
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Bochi1977: According to a study by Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, from 
2009 to 2010, PM2.5 in Beijing had six major sources including secondary 
inorganic aerosols accounting for 26%, industrial pollution 25%, coal burning 
18%, soil dust 15%, biomass burning 12% and 4% of vehicle exhaust and waste 
incineration. 
 
Figure 5.3 A screenshot of “Bochi1977”’s post 
 
The first post (see Figure 5.2) is an informational reportage of Wuhan’s air quality at a particular 
time (22:48) on a particular day (31 December, 2013). The readings in the content came from a 
mobile application, “Kaiwen Map”, which also yielded an image and attached it to the post. The 
original post also included the location information such as the street view captured in the image. 
These informational messages objectively reflected the facts about Wuhan’s air quality 
spatio-temporally and helped ordinary citizens to be more aware of their living environment. 
 
The second post (see Figure 5.3) is about the finding of a study conducted by an authoritative 
Chinese academic institution- Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. The content is some scientific 
facts about the constituents of PM2.5 in Beijing, or in other words, the major contributors to PM2.5 
pollution in the capital city. For a long time, people had a wrong sense that the increasing number of 
cars on the streets should blamed for the deteriorating air quality in big cities. This informational 
message on one hand corrected the public’s misunderstanding, and on the other, pointed out the 
primary culprits and suggested that the authority should make pertinent intervention policies.  
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The commentary messages are Weibo posts that often express users’ opinion, attitude, or comment 
toward the issue-related information, or the issue itself. In this case study, such commentary posts 
were often criticisms specifically relevant to politics, including policies, politicians, government or 
its performance in particular aspects, such as in regard to the environment, pollution and the like. In 
this case study, over half of the collected data was composed by such messages, and they instantly 
reflected citizens’ feelings about this air-pollution issue in their day-to-day lives. 
 
For example, user “Afternoontea2599” expressed his attitude towards setting off fireworks on 
Chinese New Year, and his post was circulated hundreds of times on 9 December, 2013: 
The New Year is nigh. Here I am calling for changing the existing habits and 
customs and don’t set off fireworks or firecrackers. We have already felt 
strongly about how dirty Chinese air is becoming, and setting off fireworks and 
firecrackers will undoubtedly worsen the already grave situation. In 1950’s 
London, the Great Smog caused several thousand deaths. We really don’t want 
to be among them. Let’s start with ourselves doing something, for our health, 
our children and our future! 
The post was published one month before the Chinese New Year, the most important holiday for 
Chinese people when the whole nation has the long-standing tradition of setting off fireworks and 
firecrackers to celebrate it. Since the air pollution has been deteriorating in recent years, more and 
more people, including both experts and ordinary citizens, have been calling on the public to 
reassess the environmental consequences brought by some cultural traditions, for example, 
celebrating festivals in an environmental-unfriendly manner. The user “Afternoontea2599”quoted 
above appears to be one of them. Drawing on the tragic experience of London, the user warned that 
his compatriots should take the problem seriously, and he further called on the public to act 
immediately. 
 
However, some other people hold different views. As user “undeadGaojie” posted on 31 January, 
2014: 
Many people are condemning fireworks and crackers! But I have different 
opinion! Celebrating holidays with fireworks is the only right ordinary people 
can share with those profiteers and corrupted officials though banning them does 
help reduce PM2.5! Even if people don’t consume fireworks, is the government 
really determined to harness the environmental pollution? Then please let the 
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officials who consume special supply goods daily enjoy the same hazardous air 
pollution and noise pollution! Or we can call people to set off fireworks in their 
living communities! Well! I am ready to perish together with them! 
The post was published on New Year’s Day. This user viewed this issue from a different angle and 
pointed out that banning bad cultural habits would not change the status quo because he did not 
believe that the privileged politicians had the determination to curb the pollution. His tone was 
pessimistic but did stand for part of the popular sentiment on this issue in the society. 
 
The anti-rumour messages are messages that intend to address some popular rumours widespread 
on the Internet or in the offline world. For example, in this case study, rumours had been circulating 
that pig blood and black fungus could help to get rid of PM2.5 in human lungs, but in fact, there is 
no scientific basis for this claim: 
XidianUniversity: In the past few days the smog has shrouded the whole country. 
Many anti-smog food “recipes” are emerging on the Internet, including pig 
blood, duck blood and black fungus which are claimed to clean human lungs 
and get rid of dusts. But do they really work? According to some experts, PM2.5 
is breathed into alveoli while food is digested and absorbed in gastrointestinal 
system, which can hardly touch the PM2.5 in respiratory system. So the claim is 
not underpinned by any scientific facts. (Posted on 31 December, 2013) 
Another kind of rumour is caused by public misunderstanding of an air-related policy or research. 
For example, people had misinterpreted experts’ claims about the relation between PM2.5 and 
Chinese cooking habits and condemned the government for not allowing people to cook instead of 
stipulating effective countermeasures. To address this misunderstanding, officials came out to 
clarify the truth: 
Xiaochenshihanhan: On 14 November, Captain Zhong Chonglei of Beijing 
Environmental Inspection Brigade had a discussion with netizens. He was asked 
about the famous experiment that claims Chinese cooking for 5 minutes will 
increase PM2.5 concentration by 20 times: does it mean controlling air pollution 
will deprive people of the right to feed? Zhong said this is misunderstanding 
because environmental protection should put people first; the suggestion is 
advocating healthy lifestyles rather than banning people to eat. (Posted on 6 
January, 2014) 
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It is worth noting that, due to Sina Weibo’s special anti-rumour mechanism and some verified user 
accounts (e.g., “Guikrcrack”) that are dedicated to quashing rumours, groundless messages that 
have the potential to negatively influence a wider group of people will be deleted very quickly after 
they are published. The surviving rumours only comprise a very small proportion of the total data 
and are not treated as one separate category here. Thus, the anti-rumour effort by ordinary users is 
correspondingly reduced.  
 
Advertisements are also wide spread on Weibo. One unanticipated “side effect” of China’s 
deteriorating air quality is the burgeoning market for air-purifying products such as air purifiers, 
filters and fabric masks. Social media, including Weibo, have been viewed as an effective channel 
for commercial marketing. Among all the collected data, 6.7% was advertisements of all sorts of 
products such as skin products, masks and household air purifiers that claim to filter or resolve 
PM2.5. Although scientists have questioned whether such products can really live up to their 
claimed virtues, ordinary people are still keen to buy them, even just for psychological comfort. 
 
Here is an example of air purifier advertisement released by a merchant’s Weibo account: 
JinanairpurifierPm2-5killer: Last night the outside PM concentration was 52199 
(about 521 ug/m3 in national standard), already off the charts. After using Klean 
air purifier the reading was 1296 (19 ug/m3 in national standard), like the spring 
breeze! Focus on the practical results when you purchase air purifier! Very 
specialised equipment, imported from U.S. Full refund if tested as ineffective on 
the spot 0531-82321688. (Posted on 7 January, 2014) 
The post used the common advertising tactic of “before vs. after” to prove the product’s amazing 
effect. Other information such as brand name, place of origin, merchant’s promise and phone 
number constitutes a brief but complete micro-advertisement.  
 
Another example is an advertisement for cleansing soap: 
BaiheAcneExpert: [Smog becomes skin killer] most recent research shows that: 
smog not only affects human respiratory system but also does a lot of harm to 
your skin! PM2.5 containing heavy metal and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs) renders you pores congested with oil and blackheads. Normal facial 
cleansing products cannot give a thorough cleaning. Now nano silicon soap can 
help you fix the problem! #BaiheAcneExpert# (Posted on 4 February, 2014) 
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This advertisement introduced the harms of PM2.5 and the limitation of normal facial cleaning 
products. Then the user claimed that the brand “Baihe” had the right product—nano silicon 
soap—to fix the problem. From the username and hashtagged words at the end of the post, one can 
assume that the user is a merchant that has anti-acne skincare products as main product line.  
 
It is hard to evaluate how effective the micro-marketing is because only the sellers have the offline 
transaction data. Generally, it suffices to say that such products are very popular according to 
relevant news on Weibo and the traditional media. For example, reports said that during the three 
days Beijing was heavily smothered by smog, hundreds of air purifiers priced above 10,000 yuan 
(about 2,100 Australian dollars) were sold per day in shopping malls; in pharmacies, PM2.5 facial 
masks were always in short supply. 
 
After examining the vibrant discourse practices online, then the question of what social effect they 
have may be asked. In an attempt to speculate about the impact of this citizens’ discursive 
participation upon the society, a confronting problem also arises: this is an amorphous and 
ever-evolving subject. Core questions such as “what policy changes resulted from this civil 
participation?” are especially difficult to answer because policy changes are usually caused by 
cooperation of multiple factors and there is a lack of evidence to show which part of the change is 
directly induced by citizens’ discursive participation. It can be argued, nonetheless, that vibrant civil 
participation in environmental issues does alter the policy discussions in that it forces policy makers 
or stakeholders to realise the problem and take citizens’ input into consideration. 
 
In this case study, one important development, which has resulted from citizens’ discursive 
participation, was the establishment of precedents for involvement of ordinary citizens in 
environmental regulation development. Moreover, regular channels of contact between government, 
EPBs and citizens that were not normally consulted by the government are being established. 
 
The IPE, a local non-profit environmental organisation, has developed the “China Pollution Map 
Database”. It includes the first public database of water pollution information in China, the China 
Water Pollution Map, the China Solid Waste Pollution Map and the China Air Pollution Map, in 
order to monitor corporate environmental performance and to facilitate public participation in 
environmental governance. On one hand, it aims to promote the disclosure of environmental 
information to enable communities to fully understand the hazards and risks in the surrounding 
environment, but on the other, it aims to encourage citizens to watch environmental violations, and 
urge the government and relevant parties to respond. 
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For instance, normal user account “Weiwei2010” posted at 10:41AM on 12 June, 2014 (see Figure 
5.4): 
In Shandong province, most of Huaneng Power International’s subsidiary 
corporations are discharging excessive pollutants, especially the one in Rizhao 
City. @ShadongEnvironment @WeihaiEnvironment @IPE-Majun 
@RizhaoEnvironment @YantaiEnvironmentalProtection 
 
Figure 5.4 A screenshot of user “Weiwei2010”’s post 
 
The post also attached screenshots of the company’s pollution maps in five cities which were 
obtained from the IPE’s pollution database and mentioned the respective local environmental 
bureaus’ accounts as well as the IPE’s official account—@IPE-Majun. @IPE-Majun forwarded the 
post at 11:39AM urging “the company and its subsidiaries should address the issue as soon as 
possible”. By 11:46AM @RizhaoEnvironment replied: 
After investigation, the deviating reading of Huaneng Power in Rizhao came 
from No.4 power unit which has been closed down since 00:35 of 29 May. The 
unit is undergoing an environmental upgrading and rebuilding which may take 
about 2 months. 
By 8:48AM of 13
 
June, @YantaiEnvironmentalProtection replied with a promise that they would 
investigate the issue and announce the result to public immediately after they received it. By 
5:28PM on the same day, it released the investigation report on Weibo: 
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[Response to Yantai Huaneng Power’s discharges of excessive pollutants] The 
company currently has 4 power units (No.4-No.7) among which No.4, No.5, 
No.7 are not installed with DeNOx facilities, and No. 6 installed with low NOx 
burner but without environmental assessment yet. In the year No.4 and No.7 
units’ upgrading with installation of low NOx burner and SCR DeNOx 
equipment will be accomplished. Specifically, No.4 unit’s low NOx burner 
installation will be done by August, and the remaining project will be finished 
by this November.  
Later on the same day, @WeihaiEnvironment responded to the IPE’s post by addressing the issue in 
detail on Weibo. By 5:06PM of 17 June, @LinyiEnvironement also responded with specific 
solutions on its official Weibo account. By the time of writing, four of the five cities’ environmental 
authorities had responded to the issue publicly and the IPE still kept urging Jining’s environmental 
authority to investigate the issue and give the public clear feedback. 
 
In this example, we can clearly see that a channel between the citizens, environmental organisations 
and environmental authorities has been set up quickly with the aid of social media. Here, the citizen 
participation has a symbolic meaning: by accessing the disclosed environmental data, even ordinary 
citizens can directly question the liable companies and force EPBs to take measures. The 
communication and cooperation between these actors are essential to furthering the public interest 
and to protecting the civil rights that citizens are entitled to. 
 
In terms of the impact on local government or political institutions, citizens’ online discursive 
participation in environmental issues has had minimal effect on local governments, and not much 
on the polluting companies either. I have previously stated the economic reasons behind this 
bureaucratic phenomenon. Undoubtedly, the online public opinion has scared and pressed 
politicians to carry out their duties, but politicians have rarely been ostracized, and thereby, lost 
political power for their nonfeasance or noncompliance to environmental regulations. It even can be 
affirmed that, in China, the power structure could not fall or be seriously altered by the advent of 
citizen participation. Nonetheless, some partial changes arising from this civil participation can still 
be expected to improve the public awareness of environmental issues, bring more civil input into 
the policy-making process, and possibly lead to gradual changes in political structure. 
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5.5 Discussion and conclusion 
At the very beginning of the PM2.5 dispute in Beijing, Pan Shiyi, a renowned real estate tycoon, 
utilised an air-quality monitoring mobile application that first revealed the difference between the 
monitoring readings released by the U.S. Embassy in Beijing and those by local weather-forecast 
station. In most cases, the readings of the U.S. monitoring system were much higher than the local 
monitoring results. Pan Shiyi’s Weibo posts provoked nationwide repercussions, as well as a 
dramatic increase in downloads of air-pollution monitoring applications. By January 2013, 300 
cities’ PM2.5 statistics had been made accessible to the public. In the meantime, all kinds of mobile 
applications for monitoring PM2.5 had been developed. Other generic weather applications also 
added a PM2.5 monitoring function to their built-in features. 
 
Strictly speaking, such mobile applications are not designed as social networking tools; however, 
when combined with social media like Weibo, they become “socially oriented mobile 
applications”. Apart from the basic informational function, these apps also provide a “share” 
function, allowing users to publish the real-time readings to their social spaces. Here, the “share” is 
not just “share”; it also means to “share and mobilise”—mobilise their friends and associates to 
monitor their living environment as well. Such mobile technology is helping citizens to perform 
their civic duty by improving its ability to organise data about their civil lives, and if possible, to 
mobilise other citizens to take the same action. 
 
Dennis (2007) argues such “technologies of civil society” (p. 19) create new scapes of mobility and 
social connectivity and foster a potential social restructuring process through shifting patterns in 
technological applications and user participation. Informational-mediated forms of social practices 
are becoming increasingly informed through these technologies of connectivity and communication. 
Users have been enabled to weave their own structures of narrative and creation as designers of new 
conduits for navigating urban experience (Lane, 2004).  
 
The signs of a growing civil society are visible through the technologies that create the conditions 
and boundaries for collective action and facilitate collaborative group action. Networks of 
technologically mediated communications are enabling dispersed and distributed users to engage 
and participate in complex social webs of presence and action; one of the forms that this complex 
sociality is contributing to is a more bottom-up and distributed form of civil participation (Dennis, 
2007). Grassroots environmental activists using user-driven mobile technologies to gather, create 
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and share information, no matter how informally, can offer the possibility of profound changes to 
the way in which we engage in our environment and with other inhabitants in it. 
 
Before the wide adoption of mobile applications in recent years, the majority of individuals in 
China were less aware of the urgent need to preserve the environment and many rural people did 
not even have any sense of environmental protection (Tilt, 2010). China’s expanding elites and 
middle class were believed to be very content with their privileged social status and unwilling to 
cede their economic gains in exchange of a resources allocation reform. For most ordinary Chinese 
people who were still struggling with the goals of achieving economic success, meeting basic life 
needs, such as housing, education and health care, and enhancing social status, protecting 
environment was not placed as their top priorities. 
 
That well explained why, for a very long time, public support for environmental protection had 
been marginalised, despite the already obvious consequences caused by the energy-extensive and 
high-polluting economic development route. In the perceptions of most citizens, environmental 
protection was more of a political issue that should be left for the government to deal with and the 
daily efforts of preserving energy and reducing carbon footprints were a luxury only assigned to 
those urban elites and the middle class (X. Li, 2013). Even though hundreds of environmental 
protests occasionally broke out over the years, most of them were local—focusing on an 
environmental issue at a local scale. Few escalated to nationwide movements or induced national 
policy changes. Often, a not-in-my-backyard mindset was quite common in the general public when 
dealing with such environmental appeals. 
 
However, with the intensive breakout of environmental problems in recent years, the previous 
comparatively dispersed environmental forces have been gradually replaced by an emerging green 
public sphere that embraces a wide range of environmental discourses and a more diversified 
participating public. In particular, after social media was created, with the advantages of broad 
reach, connectivity and open discussion, this new technology has facilitated ordinary citizens to 
receive and disseminate environmental information in a one-stop manner, and to mobilise their 
fellow citizens within their social networks into action. Since then, this green public sphere has 
shifted from an elite-based one to a “public” of real sense with wide civil engagement. 
 
When more and more users from different locations publish images of heavily polluted air in the 
Weibo sphere, the public quickly realise that the issue does not just exist locally, but on a 
nationwide scale. Only through the public awareness of the severity of the problem can it be 
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possibly raised to a national crisis that unites all involved citizens and spurs them into action, and 
most importantly, results in these citizens urging the government to respond with effective solutions. 
Not limited to air pollution, other environmental pollution such as soil and underwater pollution has 
also been raised through social media’s aggregating function of public opinion and civic 
cartography (map-making tools of pollution localities), and thus, has entered the political agenda.  
 
As defined earlier, the public sphere is a realm of influence that is created when individuals engage 
others in communication through conversation, debate or questioning about issues of shared 
concern or topics that affect a wider community. When people talk about the environment, such a 
public comes into being in their everyday conversation (be it formal or informal). Since the public 
sphere is never a monolithic assemblage of all citizens in the abstract, or a uniform communication 
of reasoned debates, it acknowledges the diverse voices and styles that indicate a robust 
participatory culture (Cox, 2013).  
 
In this case study, the major voices communicating about the particular environmental issue of air 
pollution in the green public sphere includes citizens and community groups, environmental 
organisations, the news media and other social actors such as environmental scientists and public 
officials. The most common and effective impetus for environmental change comes from the local 
residents who complain about air pollution and other environmental issues, and who mobilise their 
compatriots to take the same action. In this case, most citizens are motivated by the noxious 
smog—which is generated by unsustainable energy consumption or immoral industries’ excessive 
pollution of the atmosphere—to organise resistance to the poor environmental governance of the 
authority. The tempestuous civil discourse about air pollution succeeded in inducing an institutional 
change at the policy level. Since then, citizens’ continuous monitoring of air quality through mobile 
applications has actually created a resident civil mechanism that watches the environmental 
performance of the government and the actual enforcement of environmental regulations. 
 
All these actors are involved in the same collective sphere on environmental topics and contribute 
to the proliferation of an environmental discourse using differential language and rhetoric, and 
discursive strategies that are associated with different institutional and political constraints. This 
environmental discourse contains the whole gamut of linguistic and other symbolic means used for 
raising awareness of environmental issues (Harre, Brockmeier, & Mühlhäusler, 1999; also see G. 
Yang & Calhoun, 2007). Different social actors also use environmental discourse for different 
purposes. This thesis focuses on environmental discourse produced by civil society actors because it 
expresses a tension between the environment and the state/market and involves civic values such as 
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the basic human rights to live a healthy life. Investigating the civil discourse on environmental 
topics is also an effective way to examine the watchdog function of civil society and how it allows 
citizens to monitor policy implementation and put the state in touch with the civil needs. 
 
The relationship between the state and society is always of the scholarship’s inquiry when 
investigating Chinese non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in civil society. X. Li (2013) 
pessimistically argues that, subject to political coercion from the state, China’s poorly developed 
civil society adds more obstacles to the cause of environmental protection by blocking free avenues 
of public advocacy, civic engagement, and the development of non-governmental organisations. 
Regardless of how promising the environmental organisations may appear in recent years, they are 
commonly still constrained in their efforts to influence policy-making and most of them are 
confronted with insufficient funding and staffing, a lack of public support, limited local resources, 
antagonism from the relevant industries, and restrictions and surveillance imposed by the state and 
local governments. 
 
However, Howell (2004) has long anticipated that the state corporatist framework cannot 
adequately interpret the new developments in Chinese society, such as the emerging stratum of 
civil-society type organisations that work on specific marginalised fields. This is because the 
decentralisation and the streamlining of state agencies down to the local level has left governance 
processes too fragmented to pursue a corporatist agenda or contain the proliferation of societal 
groups and activities. G. Yang and Calhoun (2007) resonate with Howell that despite the 
government’s important role in fostering the green public sphere, much more credit should be given 
to the agency of the non-state actors, that is, citizens and civil organisations. The empirical studies 
also proved that the construction of such a public sphere cannot be possible without these social 
actors’ creative adoption of new technologies such as the Internet and social media. 
 
There are three main prerequisites for constructing such a public sphere: comparatively loose 
political control or censorship, a specific issue that interests a wider public, and the actual civil 
participation in both formal and informal manners. The first prerequisite is so important that 
sometimes it determines the nature of the temporary issue-based public sphere: is it too weak, or is 
it strong enough to influence the policy-making process? Just as G. Yang and Calhoun (2007) 
insightfully argue: 
There is an implicit politics to it quite beyond the environment, a politics of 
expanding general public discourse. This politics can also be discerned in other 
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social arenas (such as rural poverty), where citizens and voluntary associations 
are similarly engage in public discussion and in finding ways to engage 
policymakers (p. 230).  
And so far, the first case study of the project has lent support to this claim in an otherwise negative 
way, in contrast with this case study, which can serve as an exemplar of the general construction of 
the public sphere and reflect important progressive aspects of civil society in China. When studying 
the Chinese public sphere and civil society, it is therefore very necessary to study the civil discourse 
and publics in other social issues, and explore the different constructing processes and 
consequences of different issue-specific public spheres. 
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Chapter 6 Case study: Chinese religion on social media 
Defining religion is not an easy matter. In the Oxford English Dictionary, religion is defined as 
“belief in or acknowledgement of some superhuman power or powers (esp. a god or gods) which is 
typically manifested in obedience, reverence, and worship; such as belief as part of a system 
defining a code of living, esp. as a means of achieving spiritual or material improvement”. Yet Max 
Weber famously claims in his series of studies of religions that to define religion is “impossible at 
the start of a presentation…Definition can be attempted, if at all, only at the conclusion of the study” 
(Weber, 1963). For him, religion is best understood as it responds to the human need for theodicy 
and soteriology. However, he evaded the definition in the end by stating that there was no need to 
make a definition since the work had been done. 
 
Still, many scholars attempt to define religion with pedagogical considerations. For example, one 
standard model of religion was proposed by Clifford Geertz and used in religious studies courses, a 
model simply defined as a “cultural system” (1973). Talal Asad critiques this model and categorises 
religion rather as “an anthropological category” (1993). From this, religion is a social construct that 
can be described differently by different groups of people for various purposes. Beyer (2003) 
proposes three types of conceptions of religion, namely, scientific, theological and “official”, which 
suggests three major social forces that may define religion: scholars, believers and the government. 
 
Religion and politics can never be separated in the minds either of believer or of those who seek to 
govern them (Scruton, 2007). Government becomes a major force in defining religion because a 
proper definition of religion could have a lot of effect on political order and social stability; for the 
believers, the definition issue is also a self-identification issue, which may affect their freedom and 
rights as citizens in a society. This is especially true in some less free societies such as China, where 
religion is strictly regulated and defined by official discourse.  
 
Thus, before proceeding to study religion in a particular media environment, as this case study aims 
to do, in the following sections, a provisional but clear definition of religion is necessary. The 
researcher adopts Fenggang Yang’s (2012) definition of religion, which combines with a 
classification based on a political economic approach: “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and 
practices about life and the world relative to the supernatural that unite the believers or followers 
into a social organisations or moral community.” (p13). The definition differentiates full religion, or 
in other scholars’ terms, “developed” religion (Hemeyer, 2009: 17), or “complete” religion (Yinger, 
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1970: 10), from the quasi-religion of folk religion and civil religion, and the pseudo-religion of 
personality cults and political ideologies.  
 
It is under this definition of religion that this case study seeks to investigate the topic in a context of 
Chinese social media. The classification coming with the definition also helps to clarify the 
“legitimate” religion that is of the researcher’s concern in this study, namely, the full religion (also 
the official ones) such as Buddhism, Christianity and Islam; quasi-religions and pseudo-religions 
such as Confucianism, Maoism or other spiritual movements (e.g., Falun Gong) are not included. 
6.1 Religion under communism 
Religion plays an important role in a healthy civil society ecosystem by providing a location for 
moral debate and the articulation of competing social visions; religious institutions also bring assets 
to civil society because they can manoeuvre leadership, volunteers, and material resources to solve 
some social issues (Miller, 2011). 
 
In China, religion has survived the government’s brutal eradication during the Cultural Revolution 
of 1966–1976. After the Opening up and Reform in the late 1970s, in spite of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s continuous atheistic ideology, many kinds of religions have been reviving and 
thriving throughout the country. A large number of surviving temples, churches and mosques were 
returned to religious organisations, followed by a dramatic revival and proliferation of religious 
activities. 
 
As this revival rapidly developed, the Chinese Party-state has never relaxed the mobilisation of state 
apparatuses and resources to monitor, control, and selectively suppress types of religious groups or 
ideologies that seem to threaten the Party-state’s authority (E. J. Perry, 1985). The freedom of 
religion is provided for by the country’s Constitution, yet with an important caveat. Namely, the 
Chinese government protects what it calls “normal religious activities”, which in practice are 
defined as those taking place within government-sanctioned religious organisations and registered 
locations of worship; the government forbids any “activities that disrupt social order, impair the 
health of citizens or interfere with the educational system of the state” (P.R.C. Const. chap. 2, art. 
36). The ambiguous standards for such activities have flexibly endowed the government with a 
wide discretion in deciding what to protect and what to repress. 
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There are five officially sanctioned religions in China: the Buddhist Association of China, the 
Chinese Taoist Association, the Islamic Association of China, the Three-Self Patriotic Movement of 
the Protestant Churches, and the Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association. Religious groups are 
required to register with the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA), or its provincial 
and local offices (Religious Affairs Bureaus, or RABs), which are responsible for monitoring and 
judging the legitimacy of religious activities. Proselytizing is permitted and protected by law in 
private settings or within registered houses of worship. However, in many local practices, 
proselytizing in public or in unregistered churches or temples is strongly discouraged.  
 
A significant number of unregistered or underground churches or temples still exist in China. They 
are not officially banned, but are not allowed to conduct religious services openly; many kinds of 
folk religions are not officially protected, but are sometimes tolerated by authorities. These religious 
activities constitute a grey market of religion and spiritualities with ambiguous legal status. 
According to F. Yang’s (2011) “triple-market model” of religion, there is: 
 a red market of religion in China that comprises legal religious organisations, believers, and 
activities 
 a black market of religion that is illegal 
 a grey market of religion, including illegal practices of legally sanctioned religious 
individually and organisations, religious practices that are carried out in the name of culture, 
science and politics, and so on. 
 
Currently, under the heavy regulation, the black and grey markets are inevitable. 
 
The number of religious people in mainland China still remains an open question. Even statistics 
from different official sources differ greatly for various reasons. Buddhism and Daoism do not have 
membership systems and believers do not necessarily belong to a particular temple or shrine, with 
many believers practising the religion at home. Protestant and Catholic churches have a 
membership system, but the leaders are often reluctant to report the accurate number of adherents to 
protect them from the authority’s campaign-style interrogations. Thus, most of the numbers 
available are believed to be serious underestimates of the actual numbers of believers (F. Yang, 
2011).  
 
Yet still, we can get a comparatively reasonable estimate of numbers of believers for different 
religions through a combination of various sources of data (see Table 6.9 below; see also 
Wenzel-Teuber, 2014). It is worth noting that in some cases no new statistics are available for a 
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larger sector of religious life in China. Nonetheless, the older data can still give a certain amount of 
orientation. 
 
Table 6.1 Estimates of population of the five official religions in mainland China 
Religion Estimate of 
population 
Percentage of 
Chinese population 
Source 
Buddhism 185 million 13.2% Chinese Spiritual Life Survey (CSLS) in 2007 
Daoism 12 million 0.8% CSLS 2007 
Islam 23 million 1.6% Chinese Islamic Association 
Protestantism 58.04 million 4.1% Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life (PFRPL) in 2011 
Catholicism 12 million 0.8% Holy Spirit Study Centre (HSSC) 
 
Religious groups in China are also geographically concentrated. A rough indication of the 
geographic distribution of religion is based on the 2004 Chinese government economic census that 
reports the number and location of economic institutions, including officially registered religious 
organisations (see Figure 6.11). According to the mapping, Protestantism is dominant in the east, 
Buddhism in the south, Islam in the west, and Catholicism in northern and central regions of the 
country (PFRPL, 2011). 
 
 
Figure 6.1 County denomination map of religious organisations in China 
 
This thesis is focused on different civil issues happening in urban China; therefore, Buddhism and 
Christianity, which enjoy wide popularity among the Chinese urban population, will be of concern 
in this case study. Here, it is noteworthy that even though Tibetan Buddhism is geographically 
centred in Tibetan and several other western provinces, the population believing in Tibetan 
Buddhism scatters nationwide. Usually the Buddhist laities do not distinguish themselves so clearly 
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in terms of what sect they belong to. Instead, they tend to label their religious belief as “Buddhism” 
in a generic sense. 
6.2 Digital religion and its new publics on social media 
The digital revolution has brought with it an overwhelming discourse of change across a range of 
disciplines and areas. And religion has, with no exception, entered this discourse because the 
changes in the media affect religion, the practice of religion and the understanding of religions and 
spiritualities. Digital media has been utilised to project religious claims and values into a public 
sphere through which a sense of ascendance for those particular claims and values may result 
(Hoover, 2012). 
 
Proponents of secularization theory argue that modernization transforms a society from close 
identification with religious values and institutions towards non-religious/irreligious values and 
secular institutions; this idea is well supported by widespread declines in the prevalence of religious 
belief throughout the West, particularly in Europe (Bruce, 2002). However, in contrast with what 
the secularisation theory postulates, empirical studies show that no categories of religion have 
decreased at all. Instead, an increase in religious diversity has been proved; however, atheism and 
secularism have also increased due to greater public exposure to reporting and opinion about 
religion, atheism and secularism (Knott, Poole & Taira, 2012).  
 
Furthermore, many scholars argue that the levels of religiosity are not declining, but in many cases, 
are more vibrantly practised than in the past (Stark, 1996; Berger, 1999, 2008). In fact, since the 
1990s, the increasing public character of religion, the proliferation of digital media and the crisis of 
the nation-state have shaped people’s lives throughout the world in ever more visible ways, and the 
presence of religion has started to feature strongly as a topic in public discourse (Meyer & Moors, 
2006).  
 
Habermas (1990) takes a secular stance towards the public sphere and sees the decline of religion as 
an intrinsic feature of modernity in the public debate. However, called upon in contemporary 
debates about the (un)desirability of the public role of religion (Islam in particular), as many 
criticisms point out, this perspective is too ideological and universalistic to help comprehend the 
changing role of religion and emerging factual refutations (Meyer & Moors, 2006). From 
Eickelman and Anderson’s (1999) investigation of the Muslim public, to Harding’s (1994, 2001) 
analysis of American Christian fundamentalists, to Martin’s (2001) study of global Pentecostalism, 
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studies show that the religious groups enthusiastically and skilfully adopt new media to reach out to 
a wider audience. In addition, the easy accessibility of new media facilitates the construction of new 
religious public spheres, which challenge the state and traditional religious authorities, build civil 
society and engage in transnational communication. 
 
Since the popularity of the Internet, there has been a tendency for research about digital religion to 
emerge as a new scholarly subfield that not only provides an apologetic inquiry of the topic as an 
interdisciplinary investigation within Internet studies, but also offers potential broader insights into 
the social practices emerging within new media culture. Digital religion represents a distinct 
cultural sphere of religious practice that is fluid and flexible thanks to the nature of the Internet, and 
allows an imagination of a new social landscape of the spiritual contemporary world (H. Campbell, 
2013). The studies of virtual churches, the identity issue of online religious avatars, the pastors and 
priests using new technologies and the emerging religious activism have explored more concrete 
issues about the traits of Internet-based religiosity, the extent to which traditional rituals and 
practices could be replicated online, the identity and authority, as well as renegotiation between a 
changing religion and the broader outside world. 
 
The most remarkable changes affiliated with Web 2.0 have been brought about by social media 
such as social networking sites, microblogs, user-generated content and online games. Thus, how 
religious communities adopt and negotiate these new media has naturally become an area of 
academic inquiry. The affordances and practices of social media have in many ways transformed 
and reconfigured the existing religious beliefs, practices and structures. For example, there is an 
emerging wide range of applications for mobile devices, such as Confession: A Roman Catholic 
App, PrayerMate, and The Sanctuary App. There are also religious groups on Facebook, such as Ahl 
al-Hadeeth, Quran Weekly, Buddhist Vision. And there are even more niche networks for particular 
religious groups, such as the Christian version of YouTube—GodTube (godtube.com)—and the 
Muslim version of Facebook—millatFacebook (mymfb.com). 
 
H. Campbell (2010) develops a theoretical framework that is considered to be closest and most 
applicable to religious study in the social media environment: the “religious-social shaping of 
technology” approach. Based on the general proposition that views technological change and user 
innovation as a social process, the approach proposes that religious groups typically do not reject 
new technologies, but rather, undergo a sophisticated negotiation process in accord with their 
communal norms and beliefs. H. Campbell’s approach has provided a valuable theoretical guide, 
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not only for researchers involved in religious studies and sociology of religion, but also those within 
Internet studies, media studies and political science. 
 
Musa and Ahmadu (2012) focus on the phenomenon of “wikifaith” as a fast-paced and 
multi-sourced exchange of information, and “brandversation”, which views the processes the 
society engages in as shaping and defining the church as a cultural brand in the social media 
environment as a form of conversation. The key point they make is that the impact exerted by the 
new mediascape on the church is a dialectic process, in both a helpful and harmful sense to theology. 
Musa and Ahmadu also suggest that churches should effectively adopt new media and pay attention 
to the brand experience the customer gets through social media, while not losing control of their 
messages in the highly competitive new media environment, where there are always multiple 
choices and voices.  
 
In the empirical study of religious organisation groups on Facebook, Johns (2012) examines how 
believers interact with religious groups (or religious fan pages) on Facebook. Johns found that these 
individuals’ participation was little more than clicking the “join” or “like” button, without much 
further discussion or engagement. The severely limited nature of interaction among members of 
these groups shows little evidence that the more interactive social media empower individuals to 
extensively shape and participate in the practices of religious institutions. In addition, there is no 
evidence to show a widespread exploration of new media among believers to construct alternative 
virtual identities that need negotiating with their offline ones. Yet, simply “joining” a religious 
group still has its symbolic meaning in a sense of “confession of faith” or “declaration of belief” (p.  
164), which professes who you are and what you believe in. 
 
Cheong (2012) investigates a range of communicative uses and appropriations of Twitter to 
understand microblogging as a religious practice, including its benefits and limitations for religious 
community building. From his viewpoint, tweeting can serve as various forms of “microblogging 
rituals” (2010, p. 191) to deepen our understanding of the “bonding social capital” built and 
maintained within religious communities (Cheong & Poon, 2008). Furthermore, microblogging 
rituals can also project how the religious authority is constructed because religious groups build a 
distinctive “faith brand” (Cooke, 2008) to propagate their mission and loyalty to a particular 
religious leadership and specific organisations. 
 
Since Cheong’s research focuses on the North American context, one heuristic aspect of his 
research is that he provides a template for comparative international research to examine the 
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implications of microblogs in other cultures and contexts. He particularly expresses interest in the 
development and circulation of religiously related tweets in contexts where government regulations 
have tightened control on the media, for instance, in China.  
 
Thus, this case study is an effort made in this direction, given that, in general, the religious study of 
social media is still a nascent subfield due to the still fast-growing media environment, and the 
literature is particularly scarce in terms of religion in developing countries, where the adoption rates 
of social media use are highly uneven. Before proceeding to China’s case, several questions need to 
be asked: In what ways do religious networking and microblogging practices interact on social 
media platforms? What styles of communication do believers use in their engagement with the 
public? How are tensions between making public and keeping secret played out in China’s 
particular political setting? The following sections attempt to answer these questions. 
6.3 Data and methods 
The time frame for data collection was one month from 1 April to 30 April, 2014. A random 
sampling of available posts on the topics during the month was conducted because religion provides 
a constant topic in the public discourse without prominent lifecycles or fluctuations. Multi-word key 
terms were used in this case study to locate as many relevant posts as possible. For example, when 
people talk about “Buddhism”, they may not mention the term at all, especially when it comes to 
the teachings of Buddhism or the quotations of some religious figures. So, for Buddhism, the 
researcher used “Buddhism”, “Buddha”, “Buddhist”, and “master” (a title of respect for a Buddhist 
priest) as combined key terms and harvested all relevant posts together. For Christianity, 
“Christianity”, “Christian”, “Jesus”, and “priest/pastor” were chosen as combined key terms. These 
terms were also used to search relevant users’ profiles, given that religious actors were one focal 
interest of this case study. About 10,000 raw posts for each religion were obtained. The data then 
went through a text editing and formatting process for technical and data-management purposes.  
 
Because of the novelty of religious discourse research in the Chinese social media context, the 
introductory but fundamental questions to ask are: Who is talking? What are they talking about? 
And how are these topics being discussed? These are consistent with the questions we previously 
proposed to try to answer in this case study. That is to say, the main actors, the content of the 
discourse and the ways people use Weibo to communicate religious issues are the key aspects under 
investigation. These aspects will be explored through the analytical methods proposed in Chapter 3, 
with the aid of Leximancer and other data-mining skills. 
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The study also attempts to show a distinct landscape of the religious online public in China, the 
purported most atheist country in the world (WIN-Gallup International, 2012). The analysis focuses 
on what people tend (not) to discuss about the topic and how the religious discourse is associated 
with a broader Chinese socio-political context. With this goal in mind, an in-depth analysis of the 
concrete Weibo posts and the related offline social facts was conducted, with a particular emphasis 
on exploring the complex relationship between religions, emerging religious online publics and 
Chinese civil society. 
6.4 Results 
6.4.1 The different nature of religious networks on Sina Weibo 
Generally speaking, the emerging religious network on Weibo is mainly composed of religious 
actors (including institutions, preachers, believers and laities), the follower–followee relationship 
and interactions among these actors. Classified by social identity, social groups usually can be 
categorised into two general types: ingroups and outgroups (Tajfel et al., 1971; Tajfel, 1974), where 
a person psychologically identifies as being a member and not a member respectively. The typology 
is particularly useful when viewing phenomena associated with race, culture, gender or religion. 
Here, we adopt this typology not only to refer to the different groups of religious actors on Weibo, 
but also to describe the nature of the interaction network, namely, the network containing only 
ingroup discussions vis-à-vis networking containing both ingroup and outgroup discussions on the 
same issue. 
 
As mentioned previously, Buddhist believers tend to label their religion as “Buddhism” in a generic 
sense, yet there are different sects within Buddhism, with each having its own flock of followers. 
On Weibo, the main popular sects are Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism, which are divided 
mainly on the basis of geography, and share almost the same fundamental doctrine, but differ in 
non-essential aspects such as language, architecture, rituals, regulations and conditions. The Tibetan 
language may create a barrier between Tibetan believers and non-Tibetan believers. However, given 
that the Weibo platform is mainly Chinese-based with very scarce posts released in other languages, 
the linguistic distinction between the two sects is reduced to the minimum. In general, it is both an 
ingroup and outgroup network that connects a large number of believer and non-believer followers 
to renowned Buddhist figures, institutions and organisations on Weibo, and forms a “third space” 
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where small sphericals of interaction occur as people discuss spirituality and their associated daily 
lives. 
 
To be specific, the main Buddhist actors in this Buddhist network consist of venerable Buddhist 
figures (e.g., masters, abbots and Rinpoche (a title given to a Tibetan lama)), temples and shrines, 
organisations (e.g., the China Buddhist Association, religious charitable foundations), and other 
users that promote Buddhism and Buddhist culture and beliefs. Though not assuming religious roles, 
non-believers are also participating agents within this network, proactively interacting with the 
above-mentioned actors. 
 
The Buddhist figures and organisations usually have hundreds of thousands of followers, and enjoy 
popularity not only among Buddhists but also among non-religious laities. As a result, the 
interaction within this network is open and inclusive, which means it can cross the boundaries 
between the religious figures and the general public, and the believers and non-believers. The 
topical network covers the Buddhist doctrines and practice, Buddhist life philosophy, 
Buddhism-related figures such as Buddha and monks, and Buddhist historical sites such as shrines, 
temples, mountains, and monasteries (see Figure 6.2). 
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Figure 6.2 Buddhist topical network 
 
As an outstanding example, Master Yancan (@masteryancan) is one of the most popular religious 
celebrities on Sina Weibo, with 47 million followers at the time of writing. His official title is the 
vice president of the Buddhist Association of Hebei Province, and the abbot of Panlong Temple. 
But he became most renowned on Sina Weibo because of a widely circulated video in 2012, in 
which he appeared. At the famous Buddhist site Mount Emei, he gave a speech about life 
philosophy with a strong but funny accent, while constantly being “harassed” by wild monkeys and 
a tourist’s dog. After he gained considerable repute, he continued the endeavour to skilfully utilise 
diverse media platforms, including both social and traditional media, to promote Buddhism and the 
practical wisdom of Buddhism. 
 
Master Yancan’s sudden fame carries a clear hallmark of viral “marketing”, which is particularly 
salient in the social media environment. His weibo contains a large proportion of secularised 
content, such as motivational stories and other “chicken soup”10 content, which are usually 
expressed with a great humour and aim to convey optimistic energy to all beings. When questioned 
about his distinct style from traditional Buddhists, Master Yancan remarked that Buddhism could 
not be out of touch with the times, and Weibo was a “public space where we should choose to show 
religion’s ‘positive energy’, harmony and beauty” (31 December, 2012). Despite the controversies, 
his religious practice on Weibo has significantly narrowed the distance between the general public 
and Buddhism, and has blended in to the conventional practices as a new construction and a 
supplement of the religion in the secular world.  
 
The reason behind this popular digital Buddhism can be partially attributed to the fact that 
Buddhism is the most populous religion in China, accounting for 185 million out of the 1.4 billion 
population. In Chinese history, a number of political regimes were even deeply grounded in 
                                               
10 In Chinese, “Chicken soup” is a catchword for inspirational texts or talks that are bursting with truth, power and wisdom. Such 
content usually comes from excerpts of classics, quotes of celebrities and motivational writers. The term originates from the Chicken 
Soup for the Soul book series collaborated by motivational speakers Jack Canfield and Mark Victor. The books consisted of many 
inspirational, true stories about ordinary people’s lives, and became best-sellers and something of a social phenomenon. 
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Buddhism, albeit as an originally exotic religion from ancient India. Through the vicissitudes over 
centuries, Buddhism has cultivated a cohering interest with Chinese politics and even become an 
integral element of national traits. The most evident proof is the numerous historical Buddhist sites 
nationwide, which are accessible to all people (religious or not) to worship at, even if they just go 
and pray to Buddhist sages for specific individual needs. Buddhism’s impact is so profound that 
some words and expressions from the religion have directly entered the Chinese language and 
become an integral part of Chinese culture. 
 
Another reason is that Chinese people are believed to be experiencing a huge moral void in an 
increasingly self-centred, materialistic and corrupt society in the post-reform era (Osnos, 2014). 
Changing attitudes towards the Party’s atheist ideology and the liberalisation of religious policies 
during the 1980s have led to a dramatic growth in religiosity. While pursuing more wealth to enjoy 
a middle-class quality of life, people have begun to embrace the idea that they can be the agents of 
their own fate, and thus, are craving freedom and something to believe in. This thirst for spirituality 
has found solutions in religion and the number of followers of different faiths has surged in recent 
decades. Buddhism, as the most indigenized religion in China, along with other religions such as 
Daoism, Christianity, and even various kinds of folk religions, has immensely catered the spiritual 
needs of Chinese people. 
 
Compared with Buddhism, the Christian network on Sina Weibo tends to be a more confined 
ingroup one, with a flock of followers mainly consisting of young educated, middle-class people in 
urban cities. The main religious actors within this network are priests, pastors, churches, Christian 
organisations, and other users that are dedicated to promoting Christianity, such as through 
Christian websites, and general believers. Non-believers are not excluded from the network; 
however, most interactions surrounding the faith talk are more likely occur among Christian 
believers, and between believers and the online religious authorities (either religious celebrities or 
organisations). 
 
Christianity came from the West and was the second religion to arrive in China—after Buddhism 
and before Islam. Through several waves of development in China, Christianity is believed to be 
China’s fastest growing religion in the 21st century (Centre for the Study of Global Christianity, 
2013). Nowadays, Christianity is centred in the developed south-eastern coast of the country, where 
it is mainly polarized between Jidujiao (Protestantism) and Tianzhujiao (Catholicism); between the 
government-supported Three-Self churches and independent “house churches”; between the country 
churches of rural people and city churches of Chinese middle-class people, rich business people and 
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the highly educated. As shown earlier in Table 4.9, Protestantism, with 58 million followers, is far 
more popular than Catholicism, with 12 million followers. 
 
Although Christianity has taken root in Chinese society in the past hundred years, it has never 
become a part of the culture, or the religion of rulers in Chinese historical dynasties. Unlike 
Buddhists, who pay homage to the religious characters resembling those in ancient legends and 
myths of Daoism, or Muslims, who are born into Islamic ethnic families and simply follow their 
own customs, most Chinese Christians become Christians by conversion rather than by birth or 
cultural choice. For many non-Christians, the belief is hard to cultivate and it seems strange to show 
unshakable faith in a man (the Son of God), who was born and died thousands of years ago in a 
foreign country with a mission of forgiving sins and saving people from evil. It is just alien and 
outside Chinese traditional ways of thinking about the nature of human life and its relationship with 
the whole cosmos. 
 
This explains well why Christianity is still deemed a minority religion in China and why the 
Christian networks, either online or offline, are inclined to show clear ingroup traits. After 
examining the posts published by various Christian actors on Weibo, the researcher found that most 
of the content was nothing more or less than the Christian teaching, psalms and hymns, biblical 
stories, and prayers, which may in return receive the followers’ praises to God in the comments and 
replies under posts (see Figure 6.3). This formal and ritualistic discourse is similar to that occurring 
verbally under the roof of churches. The Christian topical network is, on the whole, theologically 
oriented and much less dynamic compared with the Buddhist one. 
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Figure 6.3 Christian topical network 
 
This echoes with some scholars’ (Hogan & Wellman, 2013; Lundby, 2013) critiques of the 
enthusiastic claims for cyber-churches. They argue that the digital Christianity does not act on its 
own as a new discipline that is radically divorced from the real and the offline; rather, it is more of a 
reconfiguration of the existing practices, beliefs and infrastructures, seeking to complement, 
amplify, and ultimately, reinforce this ancient religious practice. 
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6.4.2 Secular Buddhism and “temple economy” 
In the Buddhist topical network, a many posts are informational messages about famous temples, 
shrines and monasteries throughout the country. Such content is usually generated by institutional 
users, such as travel agencies and local tourism bureaus, to promote the local tourism economy 
more than the related religion per se. However, it is crucial to examine these commercial aspects of 
the online discourse because it helps us to unpack some peculiar facets of the religion in a 
fast-growing secular state like China. To describe this social phenomenon, this case study uses the 
term “temple economy” to specify an economy developed from faith tourism in which people 
travel for pilgrimage, missionary or leisure purposes, from the circulation of sacred commodities 
such as incense, amulets and crafts, and from the cultural fairs that promote religion as well as other 
folklores.  
 
Religious tourism has long been a contested topic in academia because religions are often assumed 
as other-worldly in nature, and thus, attributed to absolute divinity and spiritually pure qualities, 
which are logically furthest from materialism. However, religion and economics never exist 
separately from each other in the actual practices of religions in their popularized incarnations, for 
instance, the theologically and doctrinally sanctioned acts of offerings and donations (D. S. Yu, 
2012). Especially in China’s case, the religious revitalisation is by and large driven by the market 
due to the strong correlation between religious tourism and economic importance. Given that the 
country possesses a large number of historical attractions and World Heritage Sites listed by The 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, of which one-third are classified 
as religious monuments of Buddhist and Taoist origins (World Tourism Organization, 2011), 
China’s temple economy has gained a rapid growth with the official acceptance, and often, state 
support, to maintain and develop the religious sites. 
 
For example, the following post is a description of a famous Buddhist attraction published by a 
verified account: 
@Lanfei: [Foguang Temple] has a long history and is known as “The Buddha’s 
light of Asia” for its valuable cultural treasures. Located on a hillside, the base 
of the temple is terraced with three sides embraced by mountains. Inside the 
temple green pines grow, and birds twitter. The towering pagodas and the 
ethereal environment make the place a wonderland. The temple has three courts 
with a design of layer upon layer. It is not only a place for Buddhist pilgrims but 
also a scenic attraction for tourists. 
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As one result of the revival of religion and spiritual tourism, sacred commodities and 
religious-cultural fairs have also enjoyed unprecedented effervescency. From the yearly event the 
China Xiamen International Buddhist Items and Crafts Fair to the China International Halal food 
and Muslim Products Fair, such commercial activities have showcased a wide range of religious 
products and services in the contemporary Chinese religious supplies industry and the general 
cultural gifts and handicrafts industry. In this case study, one reflection of this “commoditised” 
religion on Sina Weibo is the considerable volume of marketing and advertising posts of sacred 
goods such as Buddhist sutras, amulets, prayer beads, jewellery and incense. The sellers include 
ordinary people who do such business for profit, and monks or Buddhist organisations for 
sustaining particular temples (see Figure 6.4). 
@BuddhismWeibo: Advertisement [commodity department: cheaper Buddhist 
products] since our commodity department was established 3 years ago, we have 
given out more than 100,000 free Buddhism sutras, statues and books. We also 
sell a variety of Buddhist sacred goods such as prayer beads, car pendants, 
incenses, burners, prayer wheels, decorations and handicrafts at cheaper prices. 
Please click here to buy http://t.cn/zWnhPeg 
 
Figure 6.4 A screenshot of an advertisement posted by a Buddhist organisation 
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Similar to lighting votive candles in Christian churches, wearing Buddhist amulets or accessories 
also has a symbolic meaning of the prayer’s devotion. Yet the Buddhist rosary has more 
instrumental usage in counting the number of times a mantra is recited while meditating, and the 
number and the material of beads also represents different meanings that can be related to the 
Buddhist metaphysical thoughts. The same also applies to many ritual materials in the religion. This 
extraordinary attention to materiality, according to Glassman (2008) in his review of Rambelli’s 
(2007) work about the objects in Japanese Buddhism, is  
essential for an understanding of how Buddhism came to pervade all aspects of 
everyday life…all the various phenomena under investigation…an ongoing 
attempt on the part of Buddhist actors to transcend the mere physicality or 
‘thing-like nature’ of objects. In theory and in practice, through both ideological 
and ritual means, these materials, be they natural or the work of human artifice, 
were circulated in a sacred economy of meaning. (p. 407) 
This Buddhist notion of materiality is fundamentally universal in the Buddhism of Asian countries 
such as Japan, China and Thailand. 
 
Another manifestation of this temple economy is the regularly held temple fairs (Miaohui), both in 
urban and rural areas. Originally, the temple fair was a solemn sacrifice activity adjacent to 
Buddhist or Taoist temples that was designed to transmit tenet and increase votary, usually 
involving activities of worshiping deities, performing rituals and entertainment. The religious 
beliefs, discourses and practices were at the core. Some Buddhist sites still reserve the traditional 
form of temple fairs to celebrate birthdays of religious sages such as Buddha. Nowadays, the temple 
fair has gradually become a site for mass gathering for much truncated religious activities, and more 
for commodity exchange and other cultural activities. Famous temple fairs, such as the Altar of 
Earth temple fair in Beijing and the Longhua Temple fair in Shanghai, have become customary 
local festivals with different features in different places. 
 
For example, on 17 May of 2013, Beijing user “Xindimingming” posted: 
Today is 8 April in the Chinese lunar calendar, Buddha’s birthday. But when I 
was little I did not know why there was temple fair on this day. Went to the fair 
with my mum and little brother. There was a huge crowd of people, a lot of food, 
drinks, and shows, almost everything. How prosperous and bustling!  
On the same day, a Zhejiang user “Tianye” posted: 
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Today is Buddha’s birthday, also the birthday of the ancestor of local people. 
The town holds Donglin temple fair every year on this day, attracting a lot of 
votaries from tens of miles away. Certainly many people come for the opera 
which usually lasts for several days and nights. Uncles, aunties, grannies and 
grandpas are very fond of the opera, and today they occupied the whole bus to 
come to watch it. 
These flourishing “temple-less temple fairs” (Cohen, 2005: 92) combine the secular and the 
religious. The economic, cultural, political and social dimensions of urban and rural life are evident 
in one occasion which proliferates a variety of socio-cultural practices and thereby re-establishes 
the multifunctional totality of this traditional fair that provides a common fertile ground for the 
paradoxical process of secularization and revitalisation of popular religious practices and symbols 
(Cooper, 2012). 
 
To conclude, the commercial and secular facet of Buddhism on Weibo has unveiled a much larger 
picture of the religion’s revival and development in contemporary China. To consider the temple 
economy from the standpoint of inheriting and “improvising” the ancient religious practices may 
contribute to a better understanding of how the modern practices relate to a broader, complex social, 
economic, and cultural landscape of Chinese contemporary society. On one hand, the temple 
economy can be well deemed as one driving force for economic development in some parts of 
China, such as the south-eastern areas. On the other, by tempering the capitalist drive for 
accumulation of wealth, the popular religiosity and kinship ethics of generosity in giving away 
wealth plays an important role in preserving the local identities and autonomy. Therefore, the 
temple economy provides the groundwork for the construction of an indigenous civil society in 
which religious rituals and festivals serve as one way to generate capital for the public good, such as 
improving community welfare and facilities (M. M-h. Yang, 2007). 
6.4.3 A wrestle between the state and Christianity 
Despite the remarkable revitalisation of all kind of religions in post-reform China, the Chinese 
government never gives up the effort to constrain religious activities within its threshold of 
tolerance. As stated at the beginning of this case study, the Chinese Constitution enshrines the 
freedom of religion and normal religious activities. Nevertheless, in practice, the government has 
the full discretion to define the standards for the so-called “normal” religious activities. Adding to 
this ambiguity of policy, what has been long criticized is the institutional setting of the official 
religions as state-supported bodies rather than independent organisations. The Chinese government 
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is the sole authority for appointing or recognizing religious leaders, including the Tibetan incarnated 
lamas and Chinese Catholic bishops, and it rejects any other shadow clergies appointed outside 
China’s borders by exiled Dalai or the Vatican. Unsanctioned religious activities such as 
underground or house churches are still perceived as a potential threat to political stability and 
social order that should be treated with caution (DuBois, 2011). 
 
That being said, Buddhism has enjoyed more privilege than ever before because of its long-standing 
affiliation with Chinese culture. The new Chinese leadership has realised that China is undergoing a 
moral crisis, and therefore, the government should be more tolerant of traditional cultures or faiths 
such as Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism, which may help to curb the increasing social 
problems (Lim & Blanchard, 2013). Given this policy relaxation, local governments have been 
vigorously building Buddhist statues and pagodas, and commercializing them by selling tickets and 
religious items, soliciting donations and even listing temples on the stock market to obtain large 
incomes (“Local government denies”, 2009), despite SARA’s occasional efforts to crackdown on 
religious profiteering (“Commercialisation of temples”, 2012).  
 
By contrast, the situation is far less than ideal for Christianity. As a foreign teaching, Christianity 
still has a negative image in China and Christians are, from time to time, subject to persecution 
from the government. Christianity’s doctrine is fundamentally conflicted with the CPC’s one-party 
rule, and historically, there was precedent for Christians in the world to serve as sources of national 
opposition to communist rule, such as the Polish Catholic Church and East German Lutheran 
Church (Froese & Pfaff, 2009; Kong, 2010; Siegele-Wenschkewitz, 1986). Adding to this, many 
outcast activists of the watershed Tiananmen movement in 1989 became Christians who are 
believed by the authority to work along with the Christian activists within the border. Therefore, not 
surprisingly, the Chinese government adheres to the “lesser of two evils” principle by maintaining 
keen vigilance against the growing number of Christians, which already outnumber the Party 
members. At the same time, the government tactically leans toward Buddhism and other indigenous 
folk religions in the name of realising the renaissance of Chinese culture. 
 
In early 2014, local governments in several cities of Zhejiang Province demolished hundreds of 
crosses or churches, including Wenzhou’s Sanjiang Church, which is known as “the Jerusalem of 
the East”, in a campaign against “illegal structures”; protesters including pastors and believers were 
arrested or detained (Phillips, 2014a). The official action targeted not only the house churches but 
also the government-sanctioned churches, marking a new wave of anti-Christian campaign 
underway in contemporary China. 
158 
 
 
Due to the news censorship, rare coverage could be found about the demolishing incidents in the 
local or national media. On Sina Weibo, the issue of church demolition did not appear in the 
Christian topical network. Yet, we can still learn some facts behind a veil of the scarce Weibo posts 
released by Christians or other citizens. For instance, one popular post released by certified user 
“Zhanghongpei” on 29 May, 2014, accurately described the authority’s ambivalent image regarding 
the religious issue: 
Modern as you may describe it, it demolishes crosses and churches; 
Conservative as it appears, it bulldozes graves and coffins; Strong as it seems, it 
is paranoid; weak as it may be, it is domineering. It is the heartbreaking 
contemporary China. 
User “Chyfuture” condemned the pervasive silence of the media on this issue: 
We learn that a series of incidents occurred in Xinjiang but don’t know anything 
about the massive church demolition in Zhejiang. Religious reform is certainly 
not empty talk but freedom of religion has the direct bearing on human rights. 
Although I don’t believe in any religion but I respect those religious people. 
Belief is a big thing and I expect somebody can stand out and speak for them. (3 
August, 2014) 
From their profiles and the content of their other posts, it appears that these two users are not 
categorised Christians; they are common citizens sympathetic to the Christians’ experience in 
church demolition incidents. Most involved Christians responded to the official actions in a more 
religious, restrained way. For example, on 4 April, 2014, one day after the local government 
delivered ultimatums to a dozen local churches, user “ChristianWorkshop” posted Wenzhou 
congregation’s announcement on Weibo: 
#Sanjiang Church# [Wenzhou Congregation’s decision regarding the demolition 
of crosses] 1. All congregations shall organise group praying; 2. Don’t demolish 
the crosses voluntarily; 3. Help each other regardless of sects; 4. Declare the 
wisdom of crosses to demolishers; 5. Use prayer and peaceful talk rather than 
force.  
The post also attached a long weibo in the form of an image to explain the above-mentioned five 
principles in detail, with a Christian concluding remark: “May God give us peace, Immanuel!” (In 
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Hebrew, the symbolic name “Immanuel” means “God is with us”). Even though they were 
discontent with the government and even gathered to protest in front of the churches, their online 
discourse still remained comparatively quiet and restrained. 
 
Considering Christianity’s awkward position in China’s political environment, self-censorship may 
partly explain Chinese Christians’ low profile in the public sphere; they tend to mobilise more in 
closed-door activities such as going to church and gathering in private houses. Nevertheless, the 
researcher believes that the biggest reason should be ascribed to the belief itself, namely, a 
long-existing tradition in Christian theology and religious practice: quietism. Quietism was 
originally a form of religious mysticism taught by Spanish priest Molinos in late 17th century. It 
requires extinction of the will, withdrawal from worldly interests and passive meditation on God 
and divine things; in the face of outward events, a passivity and silence is the core (Virvidakis & 
Kindi, 2013).  
 
In contemporary discussions, quietism is often thought to fall into objectionable conservatism and 
intellectual idleness, as many opponents contend, yet in China’s context, it is very useful to explain 
the pragmatic positioning of Christians and even believers of other religions. Politically, they do not 
attempt to change or control existing institutions, and therefore, come to accept these institutions as 
they are. Thus, it can be expected that only under extreme circumstances do such quietists choose to 
directly engage in conventional political activism. 
 
Besides that, theologically, Christianity does not encourage “complaining” because the expression 
of discontent is deemed evidence of unbelief in God’s Word: “…all things work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28, quoted in 
Robbins, 1994). According to priest Robbins, if Christians really believe the Lord is in control of 
their lives, they should stop complaining and instead start thanking the Lord for the plan He is 
working for them; Christians should be filled with gratefulness and thanksgiving. Then, back to our 
case study, it is no surprise that in the face of unjust treatment, most Christians tended to keep quiet 
or otherwise praise God and pray more. As user “Zhaoxiao” said: “Do not hate but love everybody, 
including those who demolished churches. Like Jesus said, Father, forgive them; for they know not 
what they do (Luke 23:34)”. 
 
However, what makes the situation more complicated for Chinese Christianity not only lies in its 
delicate relationship with the authority, but also comes from the hostility of a proportion of the 
non-believing population. Continuing with the church demolition example, the government’s move 
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actually gained many citizens’ support because those churches’ building area was illegally beyond 
the limit as stipulated in city planning and should be rectified to protect other citizens and 
organisations’ land-use rights. As user “plhwp” stated in a post, he supported the government 
because “it is a complete joke if you can break the law freely just because you believe in God” (21 
April, 2014). Similar supporting posts are listed here as illustrative examples: 
@ZheC10086: All illegal structures should be demolished no matter it is church 
or residential building. The government should be consistent in execution and 
treat religious issue equally with other issues; otherwise the government will 
lose its credibility (7 April, 2014). 
@Tommycai: Why people just condemn the government for demolishing the 
churches without mentioning most of the churches are of illegal land tenure? Is 
religion above the law? Christianity is a religion imported to China with the 
invasion of foreign powers for just hundreds of years. Don’t forget that our 
ancestors believed in Daoism. Don’t be too affected by God (8 April, 2014). 
So there seems to be a long way to go before Christianity’s localisation in China will be 
ideologically accepted both by the Chinese government and the common public. However, the 
current official oppression and public hostility does not affect the number of Christian believers 
increasing year by year. Instead, China is believed to be on course to become the world’s most 
Christian country in 15 years, with a predicted number of 160 million believers by 2025 and 247 
million by 2030 (Phillips, 2014b). These figures may appear too optimistic, but such an increasing 
religious force would undoubtedly change the landscape of the social structure of Chinese society in 
the near future, and as a result, this would also change the relation between the state and religion. 
6.4.4 A new force in third sector 
Statistics show that in many industrialised societies, there are more faith-based charities than before; 
this stands in sharp contrast to most hypotheses of secularization theory and modernization theory 
about the anticipated decline and inevitable disappearance of religious welfare provision along with 
the declining religiosity (Hien, 2014; Third Sector, 2014). In fact, the resurgence of faith-based 
welfare provision has become an increasingly important force in our secular society’s third sector 
and, in particular, the charity sector. 
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Charity can be recognized as a universal concept as well as a basic human virtue throughout 
different faiths. For example, charity is among the seven virtues traditionally taught in Christianity 
and the same concept is listed third in the 10 observances in Hinduism. In Islam, all Muslims are 
obliged to give material help to those less fortunate than themselves, and in Jewish law, it is also an 
obligation to give 10 per cent of one’s income to charity. Lists of different motivations for a 
Buddhist to perform acts of charity can also be found in the most important collections of scriptures 
in Buddhism. 
 
In China’s context, when foreign religions such as Buddhism and Christianity entered China, 
charity and social service together formed the most important gateway to the process of their 
localisation. Since the Tang Dynasty witnessed the first charitable bodies, which were mainly 
established within Buddhist monasteries to help the poor, provide medical service and relieve 
famines, temple charity has become one of the longest established modes for civil charitable 
organisations in China. Christianity spread rapidly in modern China with an influx of western 
missionaries through the coastal cities that were forced open to foreign trade after the first Opium 
War in 1842. These early Christians and their charitable organisations built the first modern 
hospitals in China and founded a number of educational institutions from the primary to the 
university level of which many became the predecessors of today’s most prominent Chinese 
universities (Gulick, 1975). As such, Christianity went on to play a significant role in China’s 
westernisation in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
 
In contemporary China, for quite a long period, all religious activities were treated as superstition 
and experienced ruthless oppression; however, they have resurged and developed quickly since the 
religious policy eased, along with the springing up of various religious charitable organisations. 
Taking the Great Sichuan Earthquake in 2008, charitable organisations of the five Chinese official 
religions donated an estimated 700 million yuan (about 123 million Australian dollars) to the 
affected areas, with more than a half of the donation from Buddhist charitable bodies (M. Zhao, 
2014). Such faith-based charities have significantly supplemented the still inadequate and 
inefficient Chinese social welfare system by reaching out to those who are not covered by 
governmental rescues in disastrous incidents, and thus, have grown to a major force in the 
construction of the Chinese charity sector. 
 
Furthermore, these religious groups are an important component of civil voluntary organisations. 
Taking Christianity, for example, the global organisation the Young Men’s Christian Association 
(YMCA) and its counterpart the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) have established 
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different local YMCAs and YWCAs in China, providing a diversity of programs and services in 
response to local community needs. Of importance to this case study is the fact that quite a few of 
these local YMCAs and YWCAs have official accounts on Sina Weibo. They aim to put Christian 
principles into practice by providing all kinds of voluntary services to different groups of people, 
especially to vulnerable groups. While most of their activities are held offline in communities, 
Weibo has mainly become a tool to broadcast their day-to-day work and occasionally communicate 
with their members, participants and the common public.  
 
Cao and Chen (2010) investigate two Chinese faith-based organisations—the Amity Foundation 
and the Shanghai YMCA—through empirical data from fieldwork. They found that these 
organisations have generated a positive social effect and social capital, and helped significantly 
towards the development of civil society in China. Cao and Chen further propose a general mode of 
operation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society in China in the transitional 
period: a cooperative mode without confrontation, as a viable way for religion and religious NGOs 
to contribute to the construction of Chinese civil society, which so far is still heavily constrained by 
the state. 
 
For now, however, social media have not yet been effectively adopted by these organisations to 
mobilise a wider public to partake in their online discourse and offline causes. That is to say, in 
these organisations’ online discourse practices, social media’s broadcast function has been 
adequately utilised, but its engagement function, which enables interaction between organisations 
and individuals, is still very limited. Taking YMCA of Guangzhou, the organization has so far 
7,099 followers on Weibo and broadcasted 3,985 posts in five years since the account was created 
in 2010. While they regularly report their social activities on Weibo, the account keeps a low 
frequency in communicating with its followers. Most of the posts have less than ten forwards or 
comments. Considering the fact that only interested users would care to follow a religious, 
charitable organisation, there is a huge gap between such organisations’ online interaction and their 
offline rallies, where a proactive engagement could have been promoted to bridge their interaction 
with followers and other civil groups. 
 
This can be attributed to two factors: first, most of these charitable organisations have a much 
smaller follower–followee network, which thus provides a weak base for dynamic interaction; and 
second, the Chinese philanthropic sector in general has not developed enough for various reasons, 
such as the lack of transparency and accountability, and the unfriendly political and policy 
environment (Y. Huang, 2014). Yet, if a more just and tolerant religious and philanthropic 
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mechanism existed, religion would have a great potential to become a major force in the third sector 
and play an important role in facilitating the construction of Chinese civil society.  
6.5 Discussion and conclusion 
Social capital, as defined by Putnam (2000), refers to “connections among individuals-social 
networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19). He 
originally employed the theory to investigate American civic life, and claims that social networks 
embodied in civil society, with the norms and values attached to these ties, have important social 
and political consequences for individuals and society as a whole, by producing both private and 
public benefits (Norris & Inglehart, 2004). In other words, social capital is important because of its 
capacity to bridge networks of connected individuals based on generalised social trust and 
perceived norms of reciprocity to foster collaboration and coordination for collective good. In this 
sense, social capital can be linked to a democratic civil society and political involvement because 
active civil engagement is often deemed as a powerful catalyst for political participation. 
 
In his study, Putnam particularly emphasizes religion’s vital role in generating social capital for 
American civil life. Faith communities in which people worship together contribute significantly to 
this process by cultivating people’s moral values and encouraging fraternity and altruism. In 
addition, the associated faith-based organisations serve civic life by providing social service and 
support to local communities.  
 
Social capital theory has become popular during the last decade, and scholars find it useful in 
studies of various fields and under different cultural contexts. In this case study, the researcher 
mainly investigated two online religious communities in a social media environment in China’s 
context by specifically looking at the nature of their networks, social interactions between users and 
the dialectics between state, religion and market. Based on social capital theory and previous studies 
of social capital and religion, there are three main ways that the online religious networks and 
engagement may play a role in the formation of social capital in Chinese civil society. And they are 
listed and explained in detail as follows. 
 
First, religion itself can be a source of social capital because a shared faith allows its believers to 
trust each other even if they do not have face-to-face interactions in real life. According to Putnam 
(1993), trust is an “essential component of social capital” (p. 170), which can transform 
self-interested individuals into members of a community. An online religious network without 
164 
 
members necessarily knowing each other becomes possible and thereby sustains a certain kind of 
social capital through common religious belief. On social media, the religious social networks 
constructed consciously or unconsciously by participating users have thus created an “aggregate of 
the actual or potential resources” (Bourdieu, 1986: 248) of mutual trust or recognition. 
 
Second, different types of religious cultures, values and structures foster different types of social 
capital. Taking the online Buddhist and Christian networks considered, in general, they both have 
established an active online community life and developed their own subpublics through routine 
religious practices online, such as inculcating teachings, praying and blessings, and other ritualistic 
activities. However, these two online religious communities do not play the same role in generating 
social capital in terms of religious discourse and civic engagement. Coleman (2003) argues that the 
differentiation lies between horizontal and vertical relations of religious authority. In the Buddhist 
network, interaction between members and online religious authorities is very discursive, diverse 
and equal, which forges a more horizontal relationship between the two. In contrast, the Christian 
network is more “orderly” with a comparatively hierarchical structure between believers and 
leaderships (bishops, pastors, institutions), which fosters vertical relations of passivity and 
subordination.  
 
The different network structures are undoubtedly linked to different religious cultures and values. 
Buddhism advocates equality of all beings because everybody has the Buddha-nature 
inherent—though temporarily obscured by delusions—in him or her, and is thus capable of 
attaining Buddhahood. In contrast, Christianity advocates a moral doctrine of egalitarianism that all 
people are created equally before God but are called to a life of obedience in which believers must 
hearken to a higher authority, trust, submit and surrender to God and obey his Word. This can also 
explain further differences between the Buddhist and Christian networks. In Buddhist networks, the 
interaction is more dynamic and reaches a wider public that is inclusive of both believers and laities, 
whereas Christian networks are physically accessible to all users, but most interactions tend to 
occur only among those devoted and obedient to God. 
 
Foley and Hoge (2007) attribute such difference to the different organisational culture each 
religious community possesses, and found that the religious groups’ ability to provide social capital 
also varied. Putnam (2000) makes a distinction between two kinds of social capital based on 
different network structures: bonding capital, which can “undergird specific reciprocity and 
mobilise solidarity”, and bridging capital, which serves to “generate broader identities and 
reciprocity” (p. 23). Larger communities that encourage social interactions between members 
165 
 
through various activities are often found successful in generating bridging social capital, in 
contrast to small religious groups that mainly foster bonding social capital but little bridging capital 
(Foley & Hoge, 2007). Yet, in many cases, both kinds of social capital may exist in one network 
and they do strengthen each other. Adding to this, the level and extent of social capital formation 
may also be affected by the relative inclusiveness and exclusiveness of the network. In this case 
study, it was apparent that online religious communities such as the Buddhist network were oriented 
both inward and outward, with vertical and horizontal ties among ingroup and outgroup members, 
which fosters bridging and bonding capital. The Christian community, on the other hand, appeared 
to be a more inward-oriented network that serves as an extending sphere for building social bonds, 
as traditional churches do in real life, and thereby, providing bonding social capital to the 
community. 
 
Third, faith-based voluntary organisations also play an important role in the formation of social 
capital. They operate within the civil society as a part of civic organisation and offer social services 
in health care, poverty alleviation, education, disaster relief and human rights. Believers’ 
involvement in these associations may enhance the socialisation of individuals as members of civil 
life and cultivate values and norms such as social trust, cooperation and reciprocity. This 
involvement may also influence the quality of public life and even the performance of political 
institutions (Ugur, 2007). This case study mainly focuses on the online activities of such faith-based 
organisations and little research has been done to explore their offline activities. However, from the 
content they broadcast via Weibo, most of them actively engage in their public role and provide 
social services on a regular basis, which would undoubtedly provide a possible source of social 
capital and civic engagement. In particular when the state is weak or not interested, civil society and 
the social capital it engenders can be a crucial provider of informal social insurance and can 
facilitate economic development. Social capital facilitates exchange of resources and skills across 
sectors, which under ideal conditions can increase their effectiveness by contributing jointly to the 
provision of welfare and economic development. 
 
That being said, religion still has limits in fostering social capital. The success of the synergy 
between state, market and civil society is based on complementary rather than substitutable inputs, 
trust, freedom of choice and incentives of parties to cooperate. However, when it comes to politics, 
religious communities are inclined to stand at the margin (Coleman, 2003) and even be restrained 
freedom. This is particularly true in a secular society with a mainstream atheist ideology, like China. 
When examining the role of religion in contemporary Chinese civil society, the dialectical 
relationship between the state, religion and market has always come into play. Against the backdrop 
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of a market economy in an increasingly globalised world, the Chinese government has had to adjust 
the already outmoded containment policy towards religion, and instead, has begun to moderately 
ease the repressive tactics by practising “co-option and control”.  
 
On one hand, the Chinese leadership has strategically utilised religion to curb the pervasive moral 
crisis across society, and with this official approval, many regions in China have witnessed a 
burgeoning “faith industry”, such as religious tourism and the “temple economy”, which has 
directly created social and economic capital, and an indispensable social force in the third sector. 
On the other hand, the authority has never relaxed its efforts in containing religion’s potential as a 
rallying point for opposition to its one-party rule; for example, it never ceases the persecution of 
Christians because that religion is believed to embody Western values and culture. 
 
As a result, religion in China stays socially active in two main ways: as faith systems for people to 
worship, and as an emerging charitable force in civil society to provide social services to local 
communities. However, most religious people in China consciously refrain from participating in the 
discussion and administration of political affairs. The newly developed social media platforms have 
provided an alternative way to expand traditional religious practices and mobilise open, free 
religious discourse in the public sphere, whereby the religious network has fostered bonding and 
bridging social capital among individuals and organisations. However, the conundrum for religion’s 
social activism vis-à-vis its political quietism still lasts. It is still too soon to tell what impact it will 
have on the realisation of social capital’s political agenda, namely, its ultimate aim of facilitating 
political participation and promoting democracy as envisioned by Putnam (1995). 
 
As stated at the beginning of Section 4.3, this case study is an attempt to fill a gap in the still 
nascent religious study in China from the particular angle of social media. The study has mainly 
investigated the religious discourse on China’s most popular social media platform, Sina Weibo, 
with particular importance attached to a deep understanding of the phenomenon’s historical 
background, which is essential to making observations of the promiscuous discourse on Weibo 
meaningful. Furthermore, Weibo is still in an evolving process in China: many social fields either 
have not yet undergone the changes brought about by the new technology, or are currently in the 
process of doing so. Therefore, it is too early to draw any solid conclusions about the even newer 
tendency currently occurring in religious areas.  
 
While religion still remains an open question in both Chinese religious study and new media study, 
subsequent research may find it intriguing to explore these three topics:  
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 what other digital platforms religion has adopted to expand its living and discoursal spaces 
 how other religions such as Islam and Daoism respond to new technologies 
 what profound social changes may be incubated in these dynamics continuously occurring in 
religious sphere as well as in the broader Chinese civil society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
168 
 
Chapter 7 Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter recaps the three case studies’ main findings. It also discusses how these findings reflect 
and inform the nuanced relationship between the Chinese state and civil society by examining the 
civil discourse on Weibo about different types of social issues, and in this process, attempts to 
address the research questions raised at the beginning of the thesis. This chapter also presents the 
significance and limitations of the thesis, and suggests possible directions on this subject for 
subsequent research. 
7.1 Main findings 
This thesis’s main purpose was to examine the public engagement in civil discourse about particular 
issues in a social media environment in order to unfold the process of constructing an online public 
sphere based on different issues, and thereby, identify the nuanced interaction, synergy and 
reciprocity between the state and civil society. As mentioned in Chapter 2, when talking about civil 
society in a Chinese context, the state–society relationship has emerged as a core academic inquiry 
due to China’s unique socio-political conditions. However, current new-media studies only address 
some aspects of the new-media use in some parts of the world due to the linguistic estrangement, 
and the strong historical association of the new technology with libertarian discourse. There is a 
lack of empirical studies of social media’s use in the sense of facilitating civil discourse as the 
public function of the public sphere and civil society in such a populous developing country with 
more than 500 million Internet users, ranking the first among the global statistics
11
 This thesis is 
thus an effort to fill this gap through empirical case studies to map out the nuanced dynamics in the 
online public sphere facilitated by Weibo, and it is an attempt to project the particularity of the 
relation between the state and civil society in an authoritarian political ecosystem. 
 
The first case study examines one the most significant Chinese political events in 2012, the 18th 
NCCPC, which was the Party’s highest congress and the forum at which China’s new leadership 
was elected. In the online public discourse, citizens’ concern mainly centred on the basic 
information about the event, without much deep inquiry into the specific agendas. Yet, this result 
does not necessarily represent all of the citizens’ real concerns: during the event, heavy censorship 
was executed by both the authority and Weibo itself to intimidate any “inharmonious”, “agitative” 
speech. Moreover, a remarkable topical similarity could also be observed between Weibo discourse 
                                               
11 Internet Live Stats, http://www.Internetlivestats.com/Internet-users/ 
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and traditional media reports. That is to say, it was the media and political accounts that held 
structurally stronger positions in terms of messages received or reciprocated. In addition, these 
actors sustained a more stable and continuous presence in the networks, compared with citizen users 
with variable levels of engagement. 
 
Apart from the factor of censorship, the reason behind this discoursal “symphony” can be partly 
attributed to the “high power distance” (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010) in Chinese society: 
ordinary people have a high tolerance of unequal distribution of power and do not attribute much 
impact to their individual activities on the supreme system, in particular when regarding the ruling 
Party’s affairs. Here, power is usually understood as the capacity of an agent, in this case, the state, 
to impose its will over the will of the powerless, or the ability to force them to do or not do things. 
But in Foucault’s opinion, power is not simply oppressive but it is something productive that acts 
and manifests itself in a certain way: “…Power is employed and exercised through a netlike 
organisation… [i]ndividuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application” (1980: 98). 
Therefore, even in their most radical form, oppressive measures such as repression and censorship 
are productive in the sense of causing new behaviours of individuals to emerge (Foucault, 1979). 
Going back to our first case study, the discursive power exercised concertedly by various 
institutions, including the state, Weibo, the traditional media and the institutional Weibo users, has 
actually reshaped the individuals’ behaviour and caused them to consciously withdraw from 
discussing the forbidden topics, and in return, reinforce their disadvantageous relationship with the 
state. 
 
However, “[w]here there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this 
resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power” (Foucault, 1978: 95-96). Even in 
a monitored online public sphere, as showed in this case, the disparity of public discourse and the 
subtle political resistance embedded underneath is still observable. This power vis-à-vis resistance 
has been well informed by the discursive strategies developed by the citizens under such an extreme 
media environment to affirm their own identity and resistance to the effects of a more powerful 
discourse: the official discourse. Subtle subversive vocabulary, codes, satire, and allegories, which 
are lucid to Chinese netizens but elusive to censors, are the most common everyday practices of 
resistance. As Scott (1990) describes: 
What everyday forms of resistance share with the more dramatic public 
confrontations is of course that they are intended to mitigate or deny claims 
made by superordinate classes or to advance claims vis-à-vis those 
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superordinate classes. Where institutionalised politics are formal, overt, 
concerned with systematic, de jure change, everyday resistance is informal, 
often covert, and concerned largely with immediate, de facto gains. (pp. 32-33) 
Besides such practices involving active behaviour in verbal forms, silence can also serve as a site of 
struggle. According to Spivak (1988), this “subaltern silence” as a “place of disappearance”, is 
silent with “something other than silence and nonexistence, a violent aporia between subject and 
object status” (p. 306). This was well demonstrated when Weibo users enthusiastically discussed 
the almost concurrent U.S. Presidential Election, whereas they remained apathetic and silent to the 
Chinese event. As one form of everyday resistance, performing silence is particularly evident in 
heavily censored events. Such everyday practices, conceptualised as “ways of operating” by De 
Certeau (1984), such as “knowing how to get away with things” (p. xix), are tactical in character 
because they not only aim to resist, but also comprise an accommodating component.  
 
The second case study presents the constructing process of a green public sphere through 
investigating the civil discourse about a particular environmental issue on Weibo: air pollution in 
big Chinese cities. The topic was triggered by a widely debated news event in 2011 when citizens in 
Beijing started to receive statistics revealing the air quality readings from the U.S. Embassy in 
Beijing, which were often different from and higher than those released by the Chinese 
environmental authorities. This brought the problems of Chinese air quality and the transparency of 
official statistics to the surface and made them accessible to the public. The unanticipated 
repercussion on Weibo directly led to a significant policy change toward the national air-quality 
standard, with a tighter PM2.5 standard added and applied nationwide. The study investigated one 
month’s public discourse about air quality and attempted to figure out how citizens, environmental 
NGOs and institutions (e.g., EPBs, companies) interacted with each other, raising matters of 
common concern, if any, and eventually, brought resolution to them. In this emerging green public 
sphere, citizens, environmental groups, the media and environmental authorities constitute the main 
agents of the green discourse, each performing their own duties through different discourse 
practices and offline actions. In terms of the topics they are concerned with, for instance, in this 
study it was evident that: 
 citizens, as the most exposed informants, mainly reported all kinds of social problems 
related to air pollution in their daily lives 
 the media, mediating between citizens and the state, not only reflected people’s voices but 
also propagated government policies and regulations 
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 environmental groups worked with the media and research institutions to distribute 
professional knowledge, mobilise environmental activities and urge the authority to address 
environmental issues 
 environmental authorities, the most authoritative information promulgators, responded to the 
appeals from the other three actors. 
 
This growing green public sphere, if operating positively and effectively, can establish a benign 
interactive circuit among the involved stakeholders, and foster a healthy relational model between 
the state and civil society. And the development of social media has connected the role and 
responsibility of the state, environmental organisations and citizens. To realise a civil society that 
can work towards a collective goal—in this case, a goal of slowing down the “treadmill of 
production” (Schnaiberg, 1980) and improving air quality—citizens, as an indispensable power, 
acted collectively in this public sphere to express their interests, exchanged information, made 
demands to the state and hold the officials accountable. The environmental groups, on one hand, 
designed empowerment programs such as the “Pollution Map” project mentioned before, to 
mobilise local residents to monitor air pollution and establish sustainable everyday practices; on the 
other, however, environmental groups did not act against the state, but rather situated themselves 
between the state and society where multiple actors interacted. Under the demands from the civil 
society, the government, in return, established laws to regulate the transparency of environmental 
information and improve environmental governance to consolidate social harmony and stability. 
 
In this process, social norms, values and discourse of environmental protection came into shape, 
and accordingly, ideologies and cultural frames for environmental movements have begun to 
crystallise in China with the institutionalisation of processes, new positions and roles (Ke, 2014). 
Increasingly, this environmental activism on social media has been coming into contact with the 
central decision-making institutions, directly or indirectly, and has occasionally been involved in 
decision-making processes within the state.  
 
The third case study broaches a rare topic of religion in the Chinese social media environment. 
Because China remains a polity driven by atheist ideology, with the largest number of people (100 – 
180 million) claiming to be atheists in any country (Zuckerman, 2005), religion is under a certain 
level of restrictive regulations, and academic studies of religion are still in its nascent stage. 
Nonetheless, Chinese people’s demand for religion has been continuously increasing and surpassing 
the regulated supply, which results in a triple market of religion in China (F. Yang, 2011). The 
emergence of new media allows an imagination of a new social area for the spiritual contemporary 
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world. When religion comes across new media, according to H. Campbell’s (2010) “religious-social 
shaping of technology” approach, it does not reject new technologies, but rather, undergoes a 
sophisticated negotiation process with its original norms and beliefs, and with the outside social 
world. 
 
The study specifically investigated the religious spheres generated on Weibo by a Buddhist topical 
network and a Christian topical network, and identified the nature of their involved social groups 
and the relationship structure among the actors. The Buddhist network incorporated both ingroup 
and outgroup members and forged a more horizontal relationship between actors, while the 
Christian network took on a comparatively hierarchical, closed structure, which fostered the vertical 
relations of passivity and subordination. Despite different types of social capital yielded, they both 
contributed to the construction of civil society because the trusting relationships and norms of 
reciprocity embedded in these networks provided the institutional context for cooperation and unity 
in solving collective problems (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993). In particular, for example, the 
faith-based organisations, such as Buddhist charitable bodies and Christian voluntary associations, 
have become a new force in the third sector of Chinese civil society. Although religion’s 
institutional space is limited in China, their action space is tremendously extended by faith-based 
organisations, which complement and negotiate with the state through providing social services to 
local communities. This may become a sustainable, pragmatic route for religion to gain more 
institutional space in the future. 
 
The most interesting finding of the third case study is the “temple economy” projected in the online 
Buddhist discourse, which shows the delicate relationship between religion, market and the state. 
Besides Buddhism’s material nature, the temple economy well indicates religion’s negotiation with, 
and adaptation to, the paradoxical process of secularization and revitalisation of popular religious 
practices in contemporary China. In contrast, this negotiating and adapting process for Christianity 
would predictably take longer due to its existing conflicts with the state, which, more often than not, 
take on a confrontational scene in real-life incidents. 
 
To summarise, this thesis has demonstrated what the civil discourse was concerned with in different 
online issues (RQ1), what the relationship was between the involved agents (RQ2), and how the 
online discursive practice informed such a relationship (RQ3). As each case study answered these 
three questions through the analysis of empirical data collected from Weibo, the state–society 
relations at the core of the inquiry into Chinese civil society and the public sphere were thereby 
observed manifesting three different interactional models. And the conceptualisation of these three 
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models helped to ensure a comprehensive understanding of, and an attempt to answer, the last 
research question (RQ4). 
7.1.1 The three interactional modes of state-society relations 
As stated before, this thesis investigated the state-society relations through the discursive practices 
in the social media sphere, and three propositional interactional modes were further examined in 
three case studies in terms of their validity and reliability in explicating the shifting state-society 
relations in various issues. Specifically, in each case study an effort was attempted respectively to 
reveal the “confrontation”, “positive interaction”, and “negotiation” between involved social actors 
that shape the relations under study (see Figure 7.1).  
 
 
Figure 7.1 Nuanced interactional modes of state–society relations 
 
The confrontational mode is rather evident in the first case study. In the political event of this 
thesis’s concern, the civil discourse in the social media public sphere was extensively monitored 
and heavily guided by the official discourse. Subtle resistance to this discursive power was 
exercised by determined citizens through diverse discursive strategies. Nevertheless, the adversarial 
discourse was too marginalised to facilitate any equal conversation between the ordinary citizens 
and the power, not to mention to induce any real change at the institutional level.  
 
The “positive interaction” mode was borrowed from Deng and Jing’s work (2002) and further 
developed to describe the active and effective interaction between individuals, environmental 
groups and the state that was highlighted in the second case study. The heated civil discourse on 
Weibo and the government’s quick response to it has successfully induced an institutional change at 
the policy level, and the continuous day-to-day interaction between the involved stakeholders has 
created a benign mechanism that improves environmental governance and fosters civil engagement. 
To make the positive interaction between the state and civil society possible, the state should 
proactively push forward reform in governance and gradually retreat from society; simultaneously, 
social members should actively participate in social affairs and converse with involved parties in a 
conscious manner. From this perspective, the comparatively loose political control, an 
environmental issue that interests a wider public and the actual civil participation are the main 
Confrontation 
• Case study 1 
Positive interaction  
• Case study 2 
Negotiation 
• Case study 3 
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prerequisites that this “ideal” status of state–society relation has been achieved in the second case 
study. 
 
The urban religions examined in the third case study have become a vital node of negotiation, 
circumvention, and mutual adaption, the repercussions of which continue to shape the landscape of 
Chinese religions. On one hand, religion has taken advantage of relaxed policies to expand its 
influence in the spiritual world and to create social capital and even economic capital. On the other 
hand, the political authority often cannot hold a consistent supportive attitude towards popular 
religions, which thus renders its negotiation with the religion precarious, and religion has to practice 
various forms of resistance and circumvention to deflect the state invasion. The negotiation process 
is also conditional upon the different nature of religions. But, on the whole, the state–society 
relation in religious issues is in a process of negotiation among contending interests. The 
negotiation is to find a compromise that protects various interests and reaches agreement, not only 
between the state and society, but also among societal groups based on their mutual obligations. 
This requires ongoing socio-political analysis of the shifting dimensions of Chinese religion in a 
fast-changing media environment with enormous discoursal possibilities. 
 
As stated earlier, these interactional modes do not necessarily exist alone in some particular issues. 
Instead, they are very likely to appear in combination or in different phases of a certain issue. For 
instance, in the first case study, the negotiation mode also applied when citizens attempted to 
circumvent the state control by practising silence, which is embedded with an element of 
accommodation and adaption. In the second case study, conflict and confrontation also occasionally 
occurred when local environmental authorities failed to address the problems raised by citizens. As 
of the third one, confrontation between religion and the state was more like an undercurrent beneath 
peaceful negotiation, though sometimes it may also take on an extreme form such as openly protest 
in discoursal or physical manner. 
 
To conclude, state–society interaction is not necessarily a zero-sum game of confrontation. It can 
also be a win-win situation like the “positive interaction” mode suggests, or an ongoing negotiation 
without a final result yet. Proposing a certain state–society relationship without specifying the 
circumstances is simply misguiding and would definitely hinder an understanding of the 
complicated and illusive social discourse embedded within it, and as a result, it would be possible to 
misinterpret its potential social implications. Drawing from the three case studies, the positive 
interaction mode can be viewed as an ideal status for the relationship between the state and civil 
society. It is infrequent but will increasingly become universal with the democratisation of Chinese 
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society. At the present stage, it is still vitally important for us to look at the state-society relations in 
a more dynamic and diversified way; that is, not to confine any relationship involved to a simple, 
static dichotomy, but rather to seek as many of the explanatory possibilities when treating these 
emerging social phenomena.  
7.1.2 The “plasticity” of Weibo 
So far, the thesis has presented how Weibo was used as a platform for discussing discursive 
citizenship with the overall “Weibosphere” as a context in which the empirical data was produced 
and analysed. Then the question of what was important about the medium per se, that is, Sina 
Weibo, should be further explored. To this end, the thesis employs the term “plasticity” to explain 
the values of Weibo’s emergence to the current construction process of the Chinese public sphere 
and civil society. 
 
In neuroscience, “plasticity” refers to the brain’s ability to change and restructure itself from 
experience, including changes in behaviour, environment, thinking, and emotions; it is the brain’s 
adaptive function in response to new information or stimulation, which may cause parts of the brain 
to derive from their usual functions and develop entirely new functions (Sandlin, 2011). In this 
research, the term is borrowed to creatively describe the continual negotiating process of boundaries 
between different spheres on Weibo and the degree of cooperation and conflict within these spheres. 
In specific social media events, the plasticity is also manifested as the shifting of social actors’ roles, 
strategies and goals, which may be adjusted or modified as circumstances change. 
 
Context is key to Weibo’s plasticity. It depends upon how involved parties in different events read a 
social situation and perceive the social context, which is determined through a combination of 
social actors, technical mechanisms and social structures. In this research, Weibo’s plasticity was 
mainly manifested by the ongoing negotiation of contexts in a networked ecosystem in which 
contexts regularly slipped and changed, and it revealed the underlying interactional dynamics of 
discursive practices. As a result, in response to new social contexts or stimulation, parts of Weibo 
deviated from social media’s general properties, and developed entirely new features or functions 
not possessed by its western counterparts. 
 
For example, hashtagging is not widely used by individual users due to the high power distance in 
Chinese society, as discussed in Chapter 1, in contrast with its wide use in Twitter, where the 
process is one important way to realise the notion of a vernacular public sphere (Faina, 2012). 
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Instead, Weibo creatively integrates the “comment thread” function into its basic structure and 
allows comment threading under the original post. This makes it more difficult for the censors to 
monitor individual speeches because each post can actually initiate a temporal, small-sized public 
sphere around its content among the concerned commenters. Another obvious example is Weibo’s 
self-censorship mechanism, which is gradually formed and refined through its perennial negotiation 
with the Chinese state over the years. 
 
Conceptualising this plasticity highlights the difficulty involved in defining or even understanding 
the social contexts because they are co-constructed by all present and shaped by the affordance of 
the social technologies, social actors and social structure in play. Consequently, Weibo’s plasticity 
does not consist of just one single type of change but includes many different processes. That is also 
the reason why this thesis repeatedly emphasized that the paradigm for Chinese social media 
research should seek an issue-based tradition, which examines the discursive practices in specific 
issues, events or movements, and attempts to draw conclusions within the contexts rather than 
beyond the contexts. 
 
In light of the above, it is still too early to affirmatively define Weibo’s role in the task of 
constructing a Chinese public sphere and contributing to an emerging Chinese civil society. Social 
media platforms are relatively new in China, with constant changes happening in both technological 
and social areas. On one hand, new technologies keep popping up, while existing ones are always 
evolving, continuing to transform the landscape of Chinese social life. On the other, the capricious 
and often opaque nature of the decisions made by the Chinese regulators and censorship bodies has 
added complexity and uncertainty to the prospect of all current social media so far, thereby making 
it difficult to predict its long-term impact on Chinese society. 
 
That being said, the academic exploration of Weibo’s further social implications will largely count 
on such concretised case studies as showcased in this thesis, and an accumulative effort of doing so 
should finally produce a conclusive view regarding social media’s profound influence on the 
construction of the Chinese public sphere and civil society. At the moment, Weibo has provided a 
comparatively ideal platform to facilitate and reveal this process: the everyday interactions around 
social issues can well conceptualise a discursive public sphere and project the dynamic 
state–society relations that are deeply rooted in the authoritarian socio-political ecosystem. In this 
sense, Weibo’s plasticity renders itself immensely valuable in the course of the development of a 
Chinese public sphere and civil society. 
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7.2 Significance and contribution of the research 
There are two main reasons for this thesis’ significance. First, it sheds new light on researching the 
instantaneous and multiple discursive interactions that take place on Chinese social media platforms. 
These platforms contain a huge currency of discussions about matters of public concern and plenty 
of empirical data and case studies to qualify how everyday communication and interaction on 
Weibo may be facilitating the process of constructing an urban public sphere in Chinese civil 
society. Second, it fills the gaps both in new-media research and new-media research methodology 
in China’s academia. This thesis represents the first time that the Chinese microblogging 
phenomenon was systematically and empirically studied to explore its significant role in 
constructing an online public sphere and reveal the state–society relations through the investigation 
of citizens’ discourse practices on Weibo.  
 
As a result, this thesis makes a contribution to knowledge because the theoretical approaches it 
employed brought together theories of communication and sociology, such as social-media study, 
the public sphere, civil society, state–society relations. This thesis attempted to discreetly 
extrapolate the Western concepts of the public sphere and civil society to a Chinese context, while 
conceptualizing the unique state–society relations projected by interactions on Weibo that relate to a 
the broader socio-political ecosystem deeply rooted in authoritarian traditions. This study represents 
both theoretical and typological innovation of these concepts.  
 
The existing studies in Chinese academia mainly focus on introductory and communicative aspects 
of Chinese social media and that there is a lack of in-depth empirical studies. Therefore, this 
research adopted a blending method of qualitative content analysis and media discourse analysis to 
investigate both the macro-social context and micro-interactions among social actors in a social 
media environment and analysed how this progress synergistically informed the state–society 
relationship in contemporary China. This empirical study of Weibo has thereby become a good 
methodological reference for subsequent research on Chinese social media. 
 
This thesis may have the following social implications. By revealing the propagation rules of Weibo, 
it may assist the service provider to improve its public trust and expand its application fields. For 
users, a better understanding of the Weibosphere would improve their citizen awareness and 
facilitate their effective use of Weibo in civil discourse. The traditional media have already found 
value in their integration with Weibo, and together, boosted a strong public sphere online and 
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offline. The possible application of Weibo by government sectors is to improve governance and 
social management, and ultimately, to increase the strength of democracy in viable ways. 
 
Proactive public deliberation and discursive participation is indispensible for the construction of a 
healthy Chinese public sphere, in the sense that the extent to which citizens engage in public 
deliberation and other forms of talk-centred civic and political activities can be used as an indicator 
of the democratic health of a society (Buehner & Sommerfeldt, 2013). Although the impact of such 
deliberation and discursive politics is highly context dependent, there is evidence that, through the 
utility of social media tools, Chinese netizens have occasionally played an important role in a wide 
range of social issues. And in some cases, they do exert an impact on the government’s 
policy-making process. Chinese people’s awareness of civil rights, freedom of speech and democracy 
has also more or less been awakened and raised during the process. 
7.3 Limitations of the research 
Weibo was invented in 2009, so it is a relatively new thing in mainland China. The studies of 
Weibo are still at a nascent stage, therefore, for this research, there were not much relevant 
literature to consult. Additionally, Weibo is in a constantly evolving process with emerging 
technological innovations in a fast-changing Chinese society. As a consequence, this research has to 
be real-time and synchronous with Weibo’s changes, which will probably be a challenge to the data 
collection due to time and energy constraints. 
 
Because Sina Weibo’s API is not totally open to developers, currently there is no efficient way to 
get access to the whole database of Weibo. What is worse, there is also a limitation to retrieve no 
more than 1,000 Weibo posts per day. So, due to the technological restrictions, it is impracticable to 
batch crawling microblog data from Weibo. For individual researchers, manually harvesting data on 
the basis of certain search terms becomes the only workable way to perform data collection.  
 
At this stage, all the working datasets were obtained manually using Weibo’s search function. This 
will inevitably affect the samples’ size and accuracy, which may consequently harm the credibility 
and validity of the samples. Thus, this thesis cannot serve as a “big data” type study. Instead, the 
thesis can only focus on limited facts of the whole picture of this online public sphere and draw 
conditional conclusions. The methodological limitation of this thesis may suffer from the 
text-analytic techniques used in the data analysis. The software’s incompatibility with the Chinese 
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language is undoubtedly an important factor that may affect the accuracy of the data, and thus, 
affect the results obtained. 
 
The stringent censorship is also an uncontrollable restricting factor, which hinders the researcher to 
normally obtain Weibo posts in particular time periods and prevents access to those “inharmonious” 
posts. The metadata analysed in this thesis should thus be viewed as substantially pre-filtered, 
falling short of more diversified traits. But this limitation in return exactly composes one unique 
characteristic of Chinese social media as a monitored online public sphere, which further implies 
that the impact of online events on the Chinese society at large is “far from clear or straightforward” 
(M. Jiang, 2014). Among a variety of issues sweeping the Internet and social media, very few could 
rise to public view and go further to create a considerable social impact, not to mention a huge and 
substantial institutional change. Bearing firmly in mind the risk of overtly challenging the state power, 
most Chinese netizens are only seeking a way to vent their dissatisfaction and indignation with the 
status quo. Their fragmentised attention to a certain public issue could rarely last over time. The 
increasing number of spectacular public events in the online public sphere may even cause the 
emotional fatigue of those uninvolved gawkers.  
 
This thesis touches a variety of disciplines, such as philosophy, politics, communication and 
sociology, with vast volumes of related literature to consult and use for reference. This poses a 
challenge for this thesis to pitch in the research angle and for the researcher to acquire a 
comprehensive and deep understanding of all the fields concerned. 
7.4 Suggestions for future research 
I hope this thesis can serve as a starting point for subsequent researchers to conduct more in-depth 
research and gain a better understanding of microblogging’s role in constructing an online public 
sphere and negotiating state–society relations in contemporary China. As pointed out earlier, there 
is a lack of empirical studies as well as a paradigmatic void in this new field, and it would be 
inspiring to apply the approaches used in this experimental project to more longitudinal 
issue-specific events, which would provide opportunity for diversifying and expanding the data 
collected in this research. 
 
Social media are still in an evolving process and continue to change the landscape of Chinese 
society. Accordingly, the construction of a Chinese public sphere facilitated by these new 
technologies is also in a dynamic process of changing social facts, and thus, manifests diverse 
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interaction and reciprocity among all involved social actors. With the finite three case studies, 
though, the research has the ambition to induce infinite efforts in enriching this topic with diverse 
empirical datasets and methodological attempts to further explore other aspects of this online public 
sphere and its great potential to catalyse social progress, even though only in a slow and 
accumulative way. 
 
With the development of new technologies, other emergent social media platforms have gradually 
diminished the omnipotence of Weibo in China’s online discursive sphere, and put forward new 
academic inquiry into them. Taking the recently popular WeChat, it is a quasi-ingroup network 
based on one’s acquaintance connections, with a comparatively private and even “anti-publicity” 
communication mode that stands in sharp contrast to the event-based, collective/connective, 
catalytic Weibo communication. In a short term each plays a role in its own fields, but what is the 
profound impact on Chinese society? Why the previous issue-based publics gradually shifts to an 
interest-based, comparatively private spheres, for example, acquaintance networks like WeChat, 
interest-based “niche” publics constructed by all kinds of mobile applications (e.g., fitness app like 
Keep)? And what is the implication to the notion of public sphere and civil society in contemporary 
China? These questions remain to be answered for subsequent researches. 
 
Transferring the theoretical and methodological approaches of this research to other studies would 
also offer a valuable opportunity to test the validity of the statements and findings presented in this 
research, identify the deficiencies and nuances between the results, and readjust them to fit into a 
research framework that can address a better truth of the concepts’ evolutionary trajectory in 
contemporary China. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Test sample of “Chunyun” 
The test sample was 200 Weibo posts, which were randomly collected from Sina Weibo using 
“#Chunyun#” (Transportation during Spring Festival) as key word and between a time period of 28 
December, 2011- 17 January, 2012. Two different processing approaches were applied to the 
sample:  
 
Using a combination of Chinese processing tool and Google Translate 
First, the sample was processed by dividing different parts of speech of the whole text with a 
delimiter “/”. This processing relies on Chinese parts of speech dividing tools that are widely used 
in Chinese linguistics academia. Google Translate was then used to translate the processed text to 
English. Generally, the text would end up being fragmented and losing sentence integrity but single 
words would be more accurate. Lastly, Leximancer was used to extract themes, concepts, key terms 
and contextual connections from the text, and produce a concept map (see Figure A1.1). 
 
Using Google Translate directly without pre-process 
In this approach, the sample was directly translated into English, and then analysed by Leximancer. 
A concept map that indicated themes, concepts, key terms, and contextual connections was 
produced by Leximancer as well (see Figure A1.2). 
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              Figure A1.1                                        Figure A1.2 
 
The comparison between Figure A1.1 and A1.2 shows that there is minimal difference between the 
results yielded by the two approaches. It can also be implied that the larger amount posts the sample 
contains, the smaller distinction will occur. For the sake of convenience and discoursal integrity, 
this study will employ the latter approach. 
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Appendix 2: Pilot case study—Wukan Protests 
To illustrate the methods used in data sampling and collection, a pilot case study of Wukan Protests 
was preliminarily conducted.  
 
The Wukan Protests, also known as the Siege of Wukan, was an anti-corruption protest that began 
in September 2011, and escalated in December 2011 with the expulsion of officials by villagers, the 
siege of the town by police and subsequent detention in the southern Chinese village of Wukan. The 
protests occurred because the village committee transferred the land-use right of more than 500 
acres’ of farm land to a real estate developer without informing the villagers, and benefited nearly 1 
billion yuan (about 100 million dollars) from the deal. However, each family only got 550 yuan 
(about 87 Australian dollars) subsidy for this illegal expropriation. In order to protect their land-use 
right, several thousand Wukan villagers swarmed into the street to present a petition. The protests 
lasted for several months. 
 
In this pilot case study, the data mainly came from the microblog content that was posted by Weibo 
users and closely associated with the incident. Archival records and real-time observation of Weibo 
posts about this incident were obtained from Weibo. This is also the core component of the whole 
data set. In order to achieve a deeper understanding of the incident, a variety of media resources that 
were reflective of the incident were also utilised in the sampling process to show the contextual 
details of the incident. 
 
For example, Google trend or other search-engine-optimized tools might be employed to conduct 
cross-over analysis of the dynamics of a specific event, and thus, help to redefine the sampling by 
targeting the most representative timing and contents (see Figure A2.1). 
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Figure A2.1 Google trend map of a specific issue- Wukan Event 
 
Here Google Trends is used to examine how often the term “Wukan” had been searched and how 
frequently this event had appeared in Google news stories in the last 12 months. The scale is based 
on the average worldwide traffic of Wukan in the last 12 months. A, B, C, and D exemplify news 
stories about spikes of event, which respectively linked to news reports Wukan protests set to 
escalate after child’s death (Financial Times, 23 September, 2011), Wukan siege: Chinese villagers 
claim small victory with high level Communist Party meeting (The Telegraph, 20 December, 2011), 
Wukan elects village committee (China Daily, 3 March, 2012) and Ex-leaders of China protest 
village Wukan ‘punished’ (BBC News, 24 April, 2012). 
 
Through the cross-over analysis with other media resources, one can clearly see that the ups and 
downs of the public discourse about the protests on Weibo were well matched with the trend of the 
incident in real world.  
 
The data of the pilot case study were also pre-analysed to test and illustrate Leximancer, the 
text-analytics software employed in this thesis. The data were pre-processed by text-editing tools to 
fit the format required by Leximancer. The processed data were then run in the software with the 
default configuration and a visualised map was finally obtained. The map contained the main 
concepts and themes that emerged from the text, enclosed in thematic circles. The size of a concept 
is related to its frequency, the bigger the concept, the more often it appears in the text. For example, 
in the Leximancer map of Wukan Protests, “villagers” was the most frequent mentioned concept, 
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which counted 152 times; “death” was the most relevant theme, which Weibo users were keen to 
discuss (see Figure A2.2). 
 
 
Figure A2.2 The concept map of Wukan Protests 
 
In an event that continues for some time, the daily and monthly overview can also be obtained in 
the same way. In this case, we can examine separately the dynamic of different intervals and 
investigate whether the previous topic continues to be discussed, or what topic it has been shifted to. 
However, the dynamic at micro level, or in other words, the microbloggers’ behaviours, their 
interrelationship and interaction patterns, still require further detailed examination. 
 
